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Abstract 
William Marsden (1754-1836) exercised a strong influence on the study of island 
Southeast Asia. After early experience in Sumatra, he returned to England in December 
1779. His journal publications quickly established him among the intellectual elite. In 
1783 some months before the publication of the History of Sumatra Marsden was elected 
to the Royal Society. Between 1795 and 1807 he was a high-ranking civil servant at the 
Admiralty. His scholarly life was thus neatly divided into an eighteenth century and an 
early nineteenth century period. Inspired and informed by the publication of Cook's 
voyages, Marsden was instrumental in identifying the Malayo-Polynesian language 
family, especially through his 1783 History of Sumatra. 
Marsden identified the major components of Malay languages and culture as Malayo-
Polynesian, Islamic and Hindu-Buddhist. The Malayo-Polynesian and Islamic were 
dominant in the 1783 History; the third emerged from an article completed from his 
work in the 1790s. These three elements effectively dictated the future directions of 
Malay studies. Although there were radical changes in the nature of scholarship during 
the nineteenth century Marsden's article identifying Hindu elements in Malay culture 
was immensely influential in the formative years of Peninsular Malay studies. 
The two main versions of his History were written for entirely different audiences. The 
1783 History was intended as a scholarly work that would explain and provide evidence 
for Marsden' s linguistic theories. It is a work of its time. This thesis elucidates the 
eighteenth century world view and ideas of civilisation which underlay the work, as well 
as analysing the work itself. The revisions in the 1811 History were intended to improve 
its practical usefulness and reflect the changed intellectual context of the early nineteenth 
century. 
In the 1783 edition of his History Marsden employed the eighteenth century concept of 
"national character" to explain the "physical" and "moral" causes of similarities and 
difference. He demonstrated that similarities between the Sumatrans and the Polynesians 
had "physical" causes. Marsden argued that the Sumatran languages were more 
"improved" and that the Malay language was the most "improved" of the Malayo-
Polynesian language group. Further the literate Sumatran peoples were more "advanced" 
and the Malays the most "advanced" of the Malayo-Polynesian peoples. To this end he 
also argued that there were significant differences between the Malays and all other 
Malayo-Polynesians of the Archipelago. Marsden introduced the issue of Malay 
"identity" in Malay studies and argued that the Malays had a "national character" that 
was distinct from that of "other" Sumatrans. His description of Malay "identity" is very 
similar to that found in Malay literature of the period. 
The 1811 edition ofMarsden's History is more encyclopaedic than the 1783 edition. The 
delineation of Sumatra' s economic potential and the incorporation of material collected 
from a variety of sources to update and expand the account tends to overshadow the 
former scholarly focus on the peoples of Sumatra and on his original observation. 
In the final chapter, the mixed legacy of Marsden' s scholarship is traced, chiefly through 
the papers published by other British scholars over the succeeding century. 
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Introduction: William Marsden's Scholarly Life 1 
"But in inquiries concerning either the bodily or mental qualities of particular races of men, there is no 
more common or more seducing error, than that ascribing to a single cause, those characteristic 
peculiarities, which are the effect ofa combined operation of many causes". Robertson 1777, V. I, p. 293. 
The History of Sumatra2 first published in 1783 by William Marsden (1754-1836) was 
the earliest piece of major scholarship on the Malay lands.3 His History virtually 
establishes Marsden as "the father of Malay studies" and has almost icon~c status among 
scholars. Marsden's contemporaries considered it: 
a model for all monographs of the history, language, customs and statistics4 of a 
particular nation.5 
It is a linchpin of Malay studies and remains his most quoted work. Today it is largely 
forgotten that Marsden was a philologist6 who also wrote a history, and it is rarely 
recognised that the History and his "Remarks on Sumatran (and other cognate) 
Languages" were written as a contribution to scholarship engendered by Pacific 
exploration. In their time, both the "Remarks" paper and the History were pioneer works 
in the broader field of "Oriental scholarship".7 Marsden' s theories on the Malayo-
Polynesian language family (now known as Austronesian) quickly gained wide 
acceptance and, despite contemporary challenges, he was never to relinquish his 
conviction that Malayo-Polynesian speakers had a Far Eastern (or Chinese) origin. 
1 In the text of this thesis, foreign words and phrases are italicized, authors' emphases are also given in 
italics and (my) added emphasis is underlined; Peninsula and Peninsular refer to the Malay Peninsular. 
Archipelago refers to the Indonesian Archipelago. 
2 As discussed below and in Chapter III, the 1811 History, substantially revised, was of different intent. 
3 It is recognised that "Malay scholarship" is ambiguous as is "Australian scholarship". In this thesis 
instead of the phrase "scholarship on the Malay Lands'', Malay scholarship has been used to refer to 
scholarship on the people, language, nation, and culture of Malay Lands (as defined below) by people of 
any nationality. "Malay Studies" (i.e. academic study of the Malay Lands) is discussed where relevant. 
4 
"Statistics" at this period meant information about a particular state or jurisdiction. OED Online 2nd 
edition l 989, defines "statistic, pl. 1. A. In early use, that branch of political science dealing with the 
collection and classification, and discussion of facts (especially of a numerical kind), bearing on the 
condition of a state or community. 1770. W. Hooper, tr. Bieldfeld 's Elem. Universal Educ. III xiii, 269. 
The science, that is called statistics, teaches us what is the political arrangement of all modem states of the 
known world"; see also Cohn, 1996, pp. 80-81. 
5 Marsden, 1838, (editor's) footnote p. 139, quoting from an address ofH.R.H. the Duke of Sussex, 
President of the Royal .Society, 30 Nov. 1836, see also Crawfurd, 1856, the entry for Marsden. 
6 Marsden, l 834a, pp . I 0 , 34, used the expressions "Oriental philology" or "Oriental philologist"; pp. 79, 
86, and footnote p. 67, "philologist". 
7 Marsden, 1834a, p. 1, used this phrase. 
Marsden was among the new breed of expatriate scholar-administrators who responded 
to Warren Hasting's8 advocacy of dealing with subject peoples in their own language. 
Hastings promoted activities calculated to increase the "Public Stock of useful 
knowledge"9 concerning territories in which "the [East India] Company [is] now acting 
in the character of a Sovereign".10 Marsden was first and foremost a philologist, but his 
History ranked with Alexander Dow's History of Hindostan, 1770, as one of the major 
histories of the post-Plassey era. Given the popularity of the genre Marsden, at twenty-
eight, might have been expected to publish a journal or a traveller's account11 as had a 
Bengkulu friend, Captain Thomas Forrest (17297-1802?), 12 an explorer and member of 
the Royal Society. Despite Marsden's close association with East India Company 
policies and personnel, his more recent inclusion in Sir Joseph Banks' circle appears to 
have encouraged him to aim for a scholarly rather than a popular audience. Marsden's 
close friends when the History appeared were former East India Company men, 
Alexander Dalrymple (1737 - 1808)13 and Major James Rennell (1842-1830)14, both of 
whom had produced works of serious scholarship on oriental topics. 
8 Warren Hastings served in India 1750-1765 and 1769-1785. He was Governor-General 1772-1785. 
9 Quoted from Proceedings of the Governor-General (Public Department) 26 July, 1804 in Peter Robb, 
1998, p. 181. Hawkesworth, 1773, V. i, p. [i] , dedication to the King applauded his support of"the 
improvement of commerce and the increase and diffusion of knowledge"; p. i quotes the Admiralty 
instructions to Byron: "nothing can redound more to the honour of this nation, as a maritime power, to the 
dignity of the Crown of Great Britain, and to the advancement of trade and navigation thereof, than to 
make discoveries of countries hitherto unknown". 
10 Hastings, (1799?) 1929, pp. 634, 641 , deplored the teaching of modem languages as though they were 
dead languages. 
11 Cummins, 1962, p. cii, cxv. Pratt, 1992, has pointed out that many serious scholars wrote in the travel 
genre. The authors she discusses, however, including professional scientists, characteristically adopt 
Robinson Crusoe's voice (of one man against the forces of nature). By the eighteenth century travel 
literature was gaining a reputation for "romantick invention" rather than contributing to history and 
geography. Marsden would have viewed himself more as a sojourner than a traveller or explorer. 
12 Crawfurd, 1820, V. ii, p. 122, appears to have known Forrest, presumably in India, where he was a 
surgeon with the East India Company from 1803 until 1808 when he left for Penang. (Turnbull, (1977) 
1980, p. 27). Although in 1820 Crawford referred to him in the past tense, Forrest may have been stiII alive 
after 1802. As captain of the Marines in Bengkulu and as a merchant trader Forrest had been able to 
observe the people from Macassar for example in their dealings with different Malay polities as they 
traded their way around the Archipelago. 
13 Dalrymple was hydrographer to the East India Company and later to the Admiralty. 
14 First Surveyor General of India, and author of Memoir of a Map of Hindustan, 1788 etc. 
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The History of Sumatra and its place in Marsden 's scholarship 
Although Marsden's History of Sumatra, his Dictionary and his Grammar are most 
relevant in respect of Malay scholarship, they should be viewed in the context of his 
complete oeuvre including his 1796 article "On the traces of the Hindu language and 
literature among the Malays". Marsden's considerable body of scholarship lay 
principally in fields now known as philology, lexicography and (social) history. 15 As 
knowledge of the full corpus of Marsden' s work gradually diminishes, so the difficulty 
of accurately assessing each of his individual contributions increases. Later 
developments in Malay scholarship in English speaking countries compound the 
difficulties. For an understanding of the History especially, today's reader must cultivate 
an eighteenth century gaze based on a knowledge of the way cultural assumptions of the 
age operated. The several editions of Marsden's History must be evaluated in the light of 
his own as well as contemporary scholarship. 
The 1783 History's scope is far wider than its title suggests. Marsden's paper, "Remarks 
on the Sumatran Languages", written in 1780 and published in 1782, was the seminal 
work16 and the 1783 History, with his "Remarks" paper, is a relativist project in which 
linguistic theory is complemented by sociological data. The first 1783 edition of the 
History of Sumatra was a modest production. Marsden was his own publisher: he drew 
the outline map, engraved the one plate and compiled the Table. 17 All editions omit 
formulaic dedications, such as those to the king or the Director of the East India 
Company included in many of the dictionaries of oriental languages published around 
this time. The History went to a second London edition in 1784 as well as German 
( 1785) and French ( 1 788) editions. A third (revised) English edition appeared in 1811. 18 
15 For a listing ofMarsden's works see Appendix III. 
16 It was read in 1781, and subsequently published in V. 6 of Archaeologia, the journal of the Antiquarian 
Society in 1782. (It is dated March 5, 1780). 
17 For map see Appendix XVI; for the plate, "Specimens of Alphabets" see Appendix XIII; for the Table, 
"Specimens of Language" see Appendix XIV. 
18 For further bibliographic details see Appendix III. The 1811 History was planned as a two volume 
work, with the second volume being an illustrated atlas. This followed the precedent set by Staunton's 
1797 Authentic Account, 2v. quarto, with a folio volume of plates, said to be the most beautiful English 
manually-printed book. 
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Only the second edition included a table of contents. 19 The 1783 conclusion was moved 
into the Preface in the French edition, and omitted altogether from the 1811 History, as 
was the Contents List. Marsden redrew the map for the third edition in 1810 and a 
frontispiece and 27 lithographs were added. 
Marsden's early ambitions were linguistic. He aimed to extend the scope of the 
"Remarks" paper by bringing all known languages into "one point of view".20 Although 
eventually relinquished sometime after 1811, Marsden' s comparative language project, 
begun by 1782, brought him into contact with the foremost Oriental philological scholars 
of the day21 and fostered his interest in Indolgy. His 1796 article "On the traces of the 
Hindu language and literature among the Malays" identified the last of the three streams 
of influence (Malayo-Polynesian, Islamic and Hindu-Buddhist) he held shaped Malay 
language and character. The establishment of Haileybury School for East India Company 
cadets in 1805 and increased East India Company commitments in the Malay Peninsula 
and Archipelago were added incentives to complete work already in train on the Malay 
language and peoples. Marsden produced a dictionary, a grammar, and a revision of his 
History before Sumatra, the last of British Archipelago interests outside the Peninsula, 
returned to the Dutch in 1825. His later work included translating The Travels of Marco 
Polo (1818) and his Numismata Orientalia Illustrata (2v., 1823, 1825), an epigraphical 
work on (mainly) Middle-Eastern and Indian coins, but his early published work 
positioned him in the "East oflndia" (or east of the Ganges), rather than the "West of 
India" (or the subcontinent). His final work was a collection of three philological 
monographs, the most important being On the Polynesian, or East-insular Languages, 
which was the section of his comparative language project dealing with East Asian and 
19 Hence the pagination varies slightly from the first ( 1783) edition. 
20 Marsden, 1783,footnotep.165; 181 1,p.200. 
21 Marsden, I 83 8, pp. 66-67: "from being upon my arrival from Bencoolen, a person wholly unknown, 
and who had to force his unassisted way in society, the circle of my acquaintance was now [1786] enlarged 
to utmost extent of my wishes". He had met many people through his acquaintance with Sir Joseph Banks, 
(Marsden, 1838, pp. 45-46) and his membership of the Royal Society (from January 1783, Marsden, 1838, 
p. 54), and Antiquarian Societies. His activities in collecting vocabularies brought him many international 
correspondents, especially in Paris (Marsden, 1838, p. 159), as further discussed in Chapters II and V. 
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Pacific Languages.22 This was a significant addendum to both his "Remarks" paper and 
the History. 
By the time Marsden was completing the 1811 edition of the History his ability to "see 
through Sumatran eyes'', an important feature of the 1783 History, would have been less 
acute. In this revision he negotiated the transition from the inclusive scholarly world of 
the Enlightenment to the exclusive world of the nineteenth-century specialist disciplines. 
When he went to Sumatra he was young and impressionable. Moreover he, and his 
fellow scholars, were much more receptive to the "native" viewpoint than in the more 
"racially" aware nineteenth century. Marsden, however, retained certain intellectually 
based convictions in the 1811 edition, the most important of which concerned the 
paramount place of Malay as the most improved Malayo-Polynesian language. Yet his 
interpolations and significant omissions, particularly in chapters comparing Malays and 
Sumatrans, have been a source of confusion for later generations. Some of Marsden' s 
corrections to the 1811 History, which for him were a matter of detail in the general 
sweep of his philological theories, loomed larger for later scholars. 23 In his 1812 
Dictionary Marsden refined the application of the term "Polynesian" offered as the 
general name for the general language family and thus clarified and strengthened his 
definition of "Malay". His 1834 On the Polynesian and East-Insular Languages 
somewhat amended his "Remarks" theories in the light of linguistic advances and further 
information on the Pacific languages collected in the interim by mariners and 
missionaries. Nevertheless, Marsden made there an emphatic restatement of the general 
thrust of the "Remarks" theories that had inspired the original History. 
22 It also included some (west coast) American and (east coast) African vocabularies. A scheme for 
romanization of the Malay family oflanguages, a proposal for a national dictionary, and his comparison of 
languages were set aside until I 834, when they were published in the hope that they would facilitate the 
common weal of scholarship, as discussed in Chapter V. 
23 Particularly in the case of his correction of his I 783 suggestion of a Peninsular origin for the Malays. 
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Argument outline 
The eighteenth century is a far country and its ideas are like a foreign language. Because 
we "share a common language", differences in the meaning of its language, its mores 
and cultural practices generally are all the harder to detect. Finding the right keys or 
codes plays an essential role in unlocking the text for modern readers. Comprehending 
Marsden's 1783 History of Sumatra and other eighteenth-century scholarship requires a 
knowledge first of pertinent aspects of the eighteenth-century world view and second of 
Marsden's comparative linguistic theories outlined in his "Remarks" paper and his 1834 
On the Polynesian or East-Insular Languages monograph. The four-stage or subsistence 
theory of social development was an important influence and an eighteenth-century 
preoccupation with the nature and process of civilisation motivating his scholarship 
dictated the relativist or comparative structure and methodology of the History. The 1783 
History, set in the context of Pacific exploration, by comparing Sumatrans both directly 
and by implication with Polynesians, placed Malays as the most "advanced" of the 
Sumatrans and Malayo-Polynesians. The 1783 History reiterated in narrative form the 
conclusions given in tabular form in his 1782 "Remarks" paper. 
Pre-nineteenth century European notions of a formerly powerful Melakan empire and 
omnipresent, but "treacherous", maritime Malays were still current when Marsden wrote. 
Nevertheless Marsden preferred his own experience in Sumatra as a scholar-
administrator over the stereotype. Marsden' s discussion of the Malays, the Minangkabau 
nation, and his definition of "who was Malay" can only be understood properly bearing 
in mind his (scholarly) linguistic theories and his (imperialistic) desire to convey a 
"correct" idea of "the Malay". There was, however, a remarkable coincidence between 
his understanding of "the Malay" and the notion of Melayu found in traditional 
Peninsular literature and specifically the Hikayat Hang Tuah. When Marsden wrote the 
1783 History, since he had already established the Malays as the most advanced in their 
language family, he had no reason to be concerned about (primitive) linguistic and racial 
connections linking Malays with the Pacific peoples. Moreover he maintained, for 
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scholastic and political reasons, that Malays were pre-eminent among Archipelago 
peoples. 
Although Marsden acknowledged both sides of the argument on progress, he certainly 
believed the advance of civilisation in Asia was inevitable and he also, like many others 
of his day, regretted the equally inevitable loss of the "innocence" of "original" or 
primitive nations. When he referred to "degeneration" caused by progress, he was 
making a factual statement using this word in its eighteenth century biological sense24 to 
describe mutations that occur during the large number of (generational) removes that 
separate present from primitive forms ofliving things (as at the time of creation). This 
concept is well illustrated in Rousseau (1712-1778) who noted: 
every Improvement made by the human [sic] Species serves only to remove it 
still further from its primitive condition, the more we accumulate new 
Informations, the more we deprive ourselves of the Means of acquiring the most 
important of all: and it is, in a manner, by the mere dint of studying Man that we 
have lost the Power of knowing him.25 
Therefore, while Marsden valued the "original" Sumatrans as, in an archaeological 
sense, "living" representatives of the historical past, he accepted the march of progress. 
He was resigned to philosophical ideas of change and besides could observe for himself 
changes that were occurring. He was only regretful that in this case they were brought by 
contact with Islamic cultures (Arabic and Javanese), and that British innovation seemed 
to be having so little influence on "original" Sumatrans. 
Marsden' s hope that the 1783 History would contribute to the exciting philosophical 
debates of his time on the history of mankind were realised. 26 His philological research 
contributed to racial theories disseminated by J.F. Blumenbach (1752-1840), "the father 
24 Johnson, 1773, degeneration meaning 3, "The thing changed from the primitive state. In plants, these 
transplantations are obvious; as that of barley into oats, of wheat into damell; and those grains which 
generally arise among com, as cockle, aradus, oegiops, and other degenerations. Brown's Vulgar Errours". 
(Not to be confused with notion of"decline" discussed in Chapter IV.) 
25 Rousseau, (1755)1761 , p. xlvii. 
26 Marsden, 1783, p. vii: "and more especially to furnish those philosophers, whose labours have been 
directed to the investigations of the historv of Man". Quoted more fully in Chapter III. 
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of ethnology",27 and his followers. Thus Marsden was in part, albeit unintentionally, 
responsible for the racialism that was well established from the early years of the 
nineteenth century. Marsden was brought up to understand notions of primitive and 
civilised in a way totally different from anyone born after 1800.28 Before 1777, members 
of primitive or savage tribes were regarded as human beings who were essentially the 
same as members of civilised communities. Primitive tribes were perceived as being 
communities at an early stage in their social development, whose progress along the 
developmental path would result in their becoming "polished" societies. Around 1777, it 
began to be argued that primitive human beings were physically and mentally less 
developed, and could not feel and think as Europeans did. These ideas were death to 
notions that all men operated according to the same "natural laws". 
After 1800, primitive peoples were seen as physically and mentally (that is racially) 
different. The primitive-civilised continuum was fractured and "primitive" and 
"civilised" came to represent opposites.29 During the eighteenth century, the East gained 
a new relevance for intellectual elites in Europe and helped fuel contemporary interest in 
the organic nature of civilisation and the pattern of their own society's progress and 
possibly inevitable fall. The primitive-civilised dichotomy decreased the scholarly and 
political prestige of the Malay language and nations. Retention of Malay scholarship 
within the ambit of the humanist disciplines of Asian studies was eventually to become 
problematic. Marsden's later work progressively refined and clarified his definition of 
Malay in an effort to distinguish Malays from inhabitants of the eastern Achipelago. 30 
27 Prichard, (1848)1996, p. 217. Johann Friedrich Blumenbach (1752-1840) had connections with Banks' 
circle and with George III. Blumenbach, 1775, p.102, was informed of London developments by G.C. 
Lichtenberg. Blumenbach is further discussed below and in Chapter II. 
28 Although Foucault has identified a link between the primitive (anthropology) and civilisation 
(humanism) he dates this theme in the "history of thought" as emerging post 1800. Foucault, (I 972)2001 , 
p. 12: "In various forms, this theme [of the continuity of history] has played a constant role since the 
nineteenth century: to preserve, against all decentrings, the sovereignty of the subject, and the twin figures 
of anthropology and humanism". 
29 (According to my observation), binary thinking appears to typify post- 1800 thought modes, where pre-
1800 was more inclined to be associative, hence the obsession with hierarchies. This helps explain why 
"the other" is a later conceptualisation. 
30 That part of the Malay Archipelago east of Bali. 
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Gradually, a scientific (or anthropological) interest in the origins of tribes was replaced 
by an (archaeological) interest in ancient civilisations. This "interest in the remote, the 
mysterious, the inaccessible, the ineffable, the unknown" is said to be "a typical 
manifestation ofromanticism" which likes "to remind us of how little we know".31 
Although Marsden' s 1796 "On the traces of the Hindu language and literature extant 
among the Malays" supplied further evidence of Malays as "civilised" peoples it also 
branded their culture "derivative".32 Hitherto Islamic influences could be dismissed as 
recent and superficial, but evidence of (an imperfect) transmission of yet another culture 
cast doubt over the intrinsic value of Malay-centred scholarship and the genuineness of 
their civilised state. 
Marsden's ambition to trace Sumatrans' progress "from anarchy to settled government" 
in his 1783 History encapsulates the spirit of his age. Although the Enlightenment's33 
universalist discursive practices were on the wane its beliefs and values largely 
persisted. 34 Many ideas inherited from the eighteenth century have become the tropes and 
topoi of our era, but since we understand them in our own terms, the original rationale 
for these notions is forgotten because: 
The last years of the eighteenth century are broken by a discontinuity similar to 
that which destroyed Renaissance thought at the beginning of the seventeenth 
century.3s 
These ideas, neither consciously articulated nor interrogated, have re-surfaced in later 
centuries, redolent of Enlightenment world views but deprived of their context. Although 
3 1 Ong, 1971, p. 276. The Age of Romance (or Improvement) is often dated from 1775 or publication of 
the Lyrical Ballads in 1798. 
32 Marsden, 1796, pp. 217-224. 
33 The (long) Enlightenment usually covers the years 1660-1830. 1775 is the earliest date Foucault 
suggests for the end of the Classical (or the Enlightenment) period. I have endeavoured to use 
Enlightenment when speaking of ideas current during the whole period, and eighteenth century otherwise. 
34 Courtney, 1973, p. 306: "It is extremely misleading to think of the Enlightenment in terms ofa fixed 
ideology ... the leading thinkers of the period were, on many fundamental issues, deeply divided. It is 
more helpful to think of the [British] Enlightenment as an intellectual movement which is the continuation 
of the rationalism and scientific inquiry of the seventeenth century, absorbing the empiricism of Locke and 
remaining open to new developments in philosophy, science, history, and geography. The Enlightenment 
is not merely a questioning of accepted beliefs; it is essentially a quest for values in an age when it was felt 
that, with the help of reason and experience , it would be possible to discover the truth about man and 
nature". 
3s Foucault, (1970)2000, p. 217. 
9 
each generation re-interprets knowledge in its own terms, it is often at a cost when done 
with respect to Marsden. Some of his advances have been ignored. Certain of his ideas 
have been appropriated or transferred without the necessary translation. Because 
Marsden has been frequently misread the true extent of his achievement is unrecognised 
by modem English-speaking scholars. Much current work (unwittingly) repeats 
Marsden's findings. While the primacy of Marsden's scholarly contributions to Asian 
studies in a variety of areas is overlooked by European scholars like Schwab, fields he 
opened continue to be re-worked.36 The validity of much that has been painfully 
recovered in later years can, however, be verified in Marsden. 
For most of the nineteenth century, Marsden would have been best known in the 
Peninsula and the Archipelago for his Dictionary and his Grammar. Although the British 
had no opinion of the "barbarous dialect of Malays" spoken in Java, and in their day 
endeavoured to promote Javanese instead,37 from 1826 the Dutch administration required 
their officials to purchase a copy of Elout's translation ofMarsden's Dictionary and 
Grammar.38 Furthermore, Marsden's philological work has remained pertinent to Dutch 
scholarship into the modem period.39 In the Malay Peninsula Marsden's philological 
legacy kept alive by Crawford, Earl and Logan in the Journal of the Indian Archipelago 
and Eastern Asia and by Maxwell, Swettenham and Blagden in the Journal of the Straits 
Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society (JSBRAS) was fading by 1900. Nevertheless, 
Marsden' s Dictionary was still regarded as the best available and was proposed as the 
preferred model for any new edition and his History was still consulted for accounts of 
land tenure and other aspects of customary law including slavery.40 By World War II, 
36 For example, Schwab, ( 1950) 1984, p. 39 wrote that: "In his Ariana antiqua of 1841, Wilson, in tandem 
with Princep, became one of the first to sort out Indian archaeology and numismatics", whereas Marsden's 
Numismata Orientalia was published 1823- 1825 (2 v). See also Maurice Komroff's introduction to The 
Travels of Marco Polo, (1953)[ c2000], New York, Liveright. 
37 Raffles, 1830, p. 139, in "A discourse delivered ... April 24, 1813". 
38 Groeneboer, (1993)1998, p. 73, p. 75: "Because Malay had constituted a regular part of the curriculum 
in training programs for the civil service in the East Indies, its use was strongly promoted in the 
archipelago, particularly outside the Javanese speaking areas. Especially in the Outlying Regions 
(Buitenwegewesten), Malay was widely used as the language of administration". 
39 For example, Wink, 1924, or Gonda, 1939. 
4° For example, Maxwell, 1884, pp. 82, I 17, 120, 126. 
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although Marsden's contribution to philology was regarded as relevant by British and 
British-educated scholars of the Tibeto-Burman and Pacific languages, it had been 
virtually forgotten, or regarded as of less significance than Hindu-Buddhist influences, 
by their Malay studies counterparts. 
From the 1880s a reprint brought the 1796 "On the traces of the Hindu language and 
literature extant among the Malays" back into circulation. The pursuit of Hindu-Buddhist 
influences on Malay culture became a dominant theme for British scholars in the 
Peninsula. The Hindu-Buddhist pre-history of "the Malay" in the Peninsula shed new 
light on racial interpretations of "who was a Malay". Although the scholars' discoveries 
reinforced the validity of Marsden's definition of who and what was modern "Malay", 
the issue continues to be debated in Malay studies in the twenty-first century. Early 
British scholars working on Malay lands espoused virtually the same political 
imperatives and priorities that were the driving force in Marsden' s day. These scholars 
had varied backgrounds, but by the nineteenth century they were generally men who, at 
some stage, lived and worked in the Peninsula. 41 Moreover, as Jones has noted, prior to 
1917: 
What was achieved [in British Malay studies] was achieved in effect by amateurs, 
working at their own expense in their free time or retirement. 42 
Endeavours to promote "living languages" in older British universities had little success 
and, before the creation of the London School of Oriental Studies in 1917, attempts to 
establish British institutions for oriental education without government support failed. 
Nevertheless the scholar-administrators substantially influenced the course of Malay 
scholarship. They maintained learned associations that fostered Malay studies and 
produced the works that were the foundation for academic Malay studies in Britain and 
the Peninsula. 
41 Smith, 1986, p. 2. 
42 Jones, 1984, p.144. 
I 1 
Literature Review 
If the introductions to the facsimile reprints of Marsden' s 1811 History of Sumatra (by 
John Bastin) and his Dictionary and Grammar (by Russell Jones) are excepted, there are 
no major scholarly works devoted to an appreciation of Marsden's scholarship and its 
contribution to and place in British Malay studies. A number of scholars have looked at 
his work as part of larger studies. Of the modern scholars, many have fallen into the trap 
of thinking that the nineteenth century History is merely an enlarged version of the 
eighteenth-century History. Many just comb his works for quotations to support a pre-
conceived theory. The few who have attempted to analyse or summarise his ideas 
generally give the impression of being unaware of the real significance of its philological 
component. They have been unable to reach consensus on how to characterise the 
History of Sumatra.43 Marsden described his History as a "comprehensive" history to 
distinguish it from circumstantial histories.44 It has been called an "inquiry" by Brian 
Harrison,45 old-fashioned by John Bastin,46 James Boon has called it modern,47 and 
"levelled description".48 Mary Quilty has called it both a "natural" 49 and a "conjectural" 
history50 and Jane Drakard has adopted Quilty's phrase "conjectural history".5 1 This 
43 Boon, 1990, p. 30: "Our three colonialist texts advance successive peoples as preferred subjects: the 
Rejang are commended as improvable ... Moreover each of these exemplary subjects is elevated relative 
to others who are patently denigrated: Rejang over Batak". Clearly Boon has no appreciation of the 18th 
century notion of "origins". Other than through a complete misunderstanding of the notion of a (minimum) 
"standard" it would be very difficult to support this statement from the text. There are indeed many 
respects in which the Batak are rated very highly, particularly with regard to literacy. The Malays are the 
people argued to be "improvable". 
44 Marsden, 1783, p. vi. 
45 Harrison, 1961, "English Historians of 'The Indian Archipelago': Crawfurd and St John", p. 246: 
Marsden, Raffles and Crawfurd all used the title 'History' in something like the original Greek sense of 
inquiry; it meant to them 'a comprehensive view' . .. Raffles's work, like Marsden's, is ... not so much a 
history as a descriptive account. Raffles actually called his a circumstantial work. 
46 Bastin, (1966)1986, p. vii. 
47 Boon, 1990, p. 31. 
48 Boon, 1990, fails to explore reasons why Marsden's writing was as different from that of his 
contemporary historians as he claims. The reaction against the "noble savage" ideas was well entrenched 
by the time Marsden was writing, and he was anxious to portray his Sumatrans credibly so that their 
advancement over the Polynesians of Tahiti would be clearly demonstrated. 
49 See Quilty, 1998, esp. pp. 11, 26. 
50 See Quilty, 1998, pp. 41-70; p. 49: "Carol Pateman in The Sexual Contact describes 'conjectural 
histories' as stories human beings tell in their endeavour to 'make sense of themselves and their social 
world' (Pateman, 1988: !)".The notion of"conjectural history" seems in Quilty and Drakard to have been 
used as another term for the well recognised "subsistence" theories which were the precursors on the 
modern discipline of anthropology. 
51 Drakard, 1999, p. 19; note 11 p. 37. 
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plethora of terms signals that these scholars have found the essence of Marsden's 
History elusive and illuminates the stance of the reader more than the position of the 
writer. These scholars appear to have made their judgements on the basis of privileging 
the reading offered by the third edition over that of the first (in the rare case where both 
have been consulted) and paying minimal or no attention to eighteenth-century theories 
on comparative linguistics.52 
Marsden's 1783 History requires an approach that uncovers the anatomy of the 
imagination by examining the ideas and beliefs underlying not only the philosophies but 
also the topoi, tropes, and stereotypes that characterise the age and underpin the structure 
of its thought world. The general works of modem analysts in the genre which includes 
such works as Basil Willey's The Eighteenth Century Background: Studies on the Idea 
of nature in the Thought of the Period and Arthur Lovejoy's The Great Chain of Being: 
A Study of the History of an Idea usually ignore many doctrines and dogmas fundamental 
to an understanding of the eighteenth century thought world as it impinged on 
scholarship about Asia. When works endeavouring to examine European Enlightenment 
world views allude to philosophical notions and eighteenth-century terms with special 
relevance to scholarship on Asia, they seldom provide explanations. The European 
encounter with the East is not their primary focus. Some of the concepts most relevant to 
an understanding of Marsden' s eighteenth century text have been covered in recent 
works on subjects as disparate as Alain Grosrichard's The Sultan's Court, an 
examination of ideas of the East, or more properly the Levant (or the Ottoman Empire), 
current in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, J.G.A. Pocock's Barbarism and 
Religion, which examines the context and content of Gibbon's scholarship and Bernard 
Smith' s analysis of the way Europeans perceived the Pacific. There has been little or 
nothing on the world view of eighteenth-century writers on the Archipelago. 
52 Since Marsden had considerably altered the balance and structure of his original work in his 1811 
revision, perhaps this confusion is understandable. 
13 
Ronald B. Inden's Imagining India continues the examination of Western scholarship on 
India begun by Raymond Schwab in Renaissance Orientale. Other works address issues 
of imperialism exposed by Said, looking at them in new ways, as do, for example, E.M. 
Collingham's Imperial Bodies on the impact of changing British perceptions of the 
[human] body in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries on British Indian policy and 
David Cannadine's Ornamentalism on the appropriation and development of"Indian" 
court rituals by the British Raj. In Malay studies, with the notable exception of Anthony 
Milner's Invention of Politics and Victor Savage's Western Impression of Nature and 
Landscape in Southeast Asia, on the nineteenth century thought world, there are few 
works that examine features of eighteenth or nineteenth century discourse relevant to 
scholarship on the language and peoples of the Malay Lands. Even recent works give 
scant attention to the wider context of the relevant intellectual and political questions 
exercising the European mind. They generally rely on interpretations derived from 
modem works and, even in their disclaimers, convey the impression that the eighteenth 
century thought world was a "rational" monolith, whereas it is better likened to an ever-
fluid and ever-changing torrent of new and contradictory ideas. 
Gap 
Scholars from John Crawfurd in the nineteenth century to James Boon in the twentieth 
have credited Marsden's History of Sumatra with establishing the history of the "Malaya 
countries"53 or "East Indies Studies", yet, as Boon notes, few have attempted "to trace 
antecedents (both Western and Islamic) of Marsden's genre".54 Among those few there 
has been an apparent failure to attend to Marsden's own words on the subject of his 
sources and inspiration. Thus Marsden' s reference in his Brief Memoir to the pivotal role 
the Endeavour voyage played in directing the course of his scholarship has never been 
53 Crawfurd, (1856) 1974, p. 271: "the first literary and scientific Englishman who, with the advantages of 
local experience, treated of the Malaya countries". 
54 Boon, 1990, p. 46, "In 1783 William Marsden helped organise East Indies Studies", p. 31, note 4 (p. 
20 I): "For my purposes here, it would be more relevant to trace antecedents (both Western and Islamic) of 
Marsden's genre than sources of his data, but this task lies beyond the scope of this essay and my 
expertise". 
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investigated, nor has the influence of Pacific scholarship in defining ideas of "Malay".55 
His references in the History to his own "Remarks" paper and its theories not been taken 
into account. Neither have his references to works by William Robertson, John 
Richardson, Pierre Poivre and Thomas Forrest been pursued; similarly Abbe Raynal' s 
ambient influence on late eighteenth century British intellectuals has continued to be 
neglected.56 Furthermore, Marsden's journals and material collected while in Sumatra 
cannot be ignored. All these had major significance for Marsden's work and, through 
him, for the shaping of modem Malay studies. 
While it behoves historians to examine the nature of ideas which have, over the years of 
Western contact, been injected into the field of Asian studies generally, this study is only 
directed towards looking at the origins and lineage of a selection of ideas originating 
with or transmitted by Marsden that have impinged on Malay studies in English speaking 
countries and the Malay Peninsula. The thesis aims to contribute to breaking the "silence 
about the basis of colonial knowledge" which some modern scholars have identified as 
presently undermining scholarly rigour in Malay studies.57 Because it is about the 
transformation of a discourse that emphasised notions of civilisation, the thesis draws on 
Foucault's theories of discursive practice and discontinuities. Although "orientalism" 
theory would seem relevant to the topic, a more nuanced interpretation of the role of 
scholar-administrators seemed required. Indeed scholar-administrators in general might 
be seen as victims of the same epistemological arrogance that epitomises "orientalism" 
and may be considered to have experienced "orientalism" in reverse. The narrative 
follows the scholar-administrators in their early attempts in the metropolitan centre and 
the Malay Peninsula to create their own epistemological space within British academia. 
55 Although Dutch scholars such as P. Wink, 1924, in his "De Bronnen van Marsden's Adatbeschrijving 
van Sumatra", J. Gonda,1939, in his "William Marsden als Beoefenaar der Taalwetenschap", and his 
1939, "Taalbeschouwing en Taalbeoeffening, I." have discussed Marsden's sources they have not 
considered any of those listed above. 
56 Irvine, 193 1, pp. 565 and 575-76. 
57 Shamsul, 2001, p. 358; Barnard, 2004, p. 138. 
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Any question concerning "the idea of history" 58 and the nature of histories appears to be 
contentious. In the Asian context, questions of how a nation's history should be written 
and who could and should write it have notable antecedents. Although in 1961 John 
Smail raised the concept of "autonomous" history as a relatively new issue,59 his 
arguments had been pre-figured by John Richardson in 1777 with respect to Roman and 
Greek historians' treatment of the Persians.60 Until the mid-twentieth century, scholars in 
the field of Malay history, whether foreigners or nationals (i.e. citizens), focused either 
on colonial and post-colonial economic, political and social questions or early European 
discovery, with some attention on the part of ethnographers to pre-history. These 
scholars, unlike the scientists, tended to continue observing the national boundaries that 
even in the post-colonial era remained virtually unchanged from the early nineteenth 
century. The Malaysian historian Khoo Kay Kim has identified the 1918 introduction of 
a subject at the Malay College, Melaka as a decisive event in the development of an 
indigenous sense of history61 (i.e. one that was compatible with the Western discipline). 
It was to be almost eighty years before the full import of this step was to be recognised 
by Shamsul A.B. He, notably at the opening session of the First Malaysia Studies 
Conference in 1997, articulated the deleterious nature and extent of Western incursions 
into Malay intellectual space. 62 
There are only two papers (neither by historians) on the evolution of academic Malay 
scholarship which in Britain and Malaysia is known as Malay studies, if Raymond 
Firth's important Report on Social Science Research in Malaya 63 is excepted. Neither of 
these papers considers the nature of Malay studies nor how it has been affected by the 
58 Collingwood, The idea of History ( 1946) 1980, has been and remains an important historiographical 
work. 
59 Smail, 1961 , pp. 72-73. "The storm in Southeast Asian historiography has blown up very rapidly. It 
was only in the l 930's that the Dutch sociological historian, J. C. van Leur launched his eloquent attacks 
on the orthodox colonial history .... However recent these new views ... almost all ... espouse the ideal of 
an "Asia-centric" history of Southeast Asia". 
60 Richardson's influence is discussed below and in Chapter III . 
61 Khoo Kay Kim, 1979, p. 302. 
62 Athough in some respects Sweeney's AFull Hearing was a forerunner that explored this issue. 
63 Sir Raymond Firth, 1948. 
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primitive-civilised dichotomy. The first is by Russell Jones, a literary and linguistic 
specialist. The second paper is by Shamsul A.B., a social scientist who gives the Malay 
viewpoint on the emergence of modern Malay studies.64 Jones' "Malay Studies and the 
British" 65 covers a "broad spectrum" of the social sciences but with an attempt "to focus 
on studies of the language". 66 Jones admitted that "it was not an account of a tradition of 
developing scholarship with reference to those who practiced it", noting that "there was 
almost no official initiative to promote Malay scholarship, either from the government in 
London or from the Malayan area".67 Neither Jones nor Shamsul discussed the role of 
early twentieth century "pro-Malay" administrator-scholars' works as precursors of 
academic Malay studies in British Malaya. 
How to fill the gap 
For this thesis I have investigated eighteenth-century language, rhetoric and philosophies 
that underpin Marsden's scholarship and which even after 1800, despite appearances, 
continued to exert a profound influence. I have preferred explanations of key concepts 
found in contemporary sources, where they can be located, rather than working back 
from esoteric theories derived from modem commentators, who are often working in 
literature rather than history. Many works on eighteenth century world views place the 
eighteenth century in the context of a longer tradition. Others address particular aspects, 
and often ones that are Euro-centric rather than Asia-centric. Both approaches are 
valuable to scholars of Southeast Asia. Nevertheless, many additional features of the 
eighteenth century world view are pertinent to an informed reading of Marsden's pre-
1800 work and especially of his 1783 History. They need to be spelled out. Sometimes 
knowledge appears to be assumed, but often it has slipped from the discourse into the 
"silent murmuring" of discontinuity.68 
64 Shamsul, 2003, although without acknowledging Firth's contribution, discusses the emergence of 
Malay Studies in institutions in Malaya after WWII. 
65 Jones, 1984,pp.117-148. 
66 It was more a chronological collation (from secondary sources) of the life and works of major figures 
who published in the field of literature, language or history works from the first in 1614 to World War II. 
67 Jones, 1984, p. 144. 
68 Foucault, ( 1972)200 I, p. 27. 
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The maps in the 1783 History and the 1811 History encapsulate the differences between 
these two editions. Marsden's 1783 History shares and reflects late Enlightenment world 
views transmitted to Marsden through his contemporary sources. The 1783 map was a 
mere outline. Marsden's 1811 History is a hybrid, often misread because of a lack of 
understanding of underlying remnants of philosophies and beliefs from the earlier 
period. Marsden drew a new and quite elaborate map for the 1811 History. The original 
1783 map, by virtue of its stark simplicity, highlights the sociological nature of the 
History, because it concentrates on locating the nations or tribes he discussed.69 Barbara 
Andaya remarked on the geographical accuracy of the 1811 map and its detail which 
"provides graphic testimony to the knowledge Europeans had acquired" over three 
hundred years.70 Unfortunately, although it added "scientific" accuracy,71 the wealth of 
topographical detail in the 1811 edition appears to have blurred and thus overwhelmed 
the original work's focus: similarly with the 1811 text. 
Marsden's 1811 History has come to be regarded as the "master" text and this has been a 
major cause of erroneous readings of his Histories. After World War II, the emphasis in 
Malay studies in British institutions, or ones influenced by British academic tradition,72 
was on history and social sciences at the expense of anthropology and philology. This 
emphasis, and new printing technologies, encouraged the 1966 production of the 1811 
History as a facsimile reprint. The impression conveyed was that Marsden' s 1811 
History was his most important work.73 John Bastin assessed the History as significant 
mainly because it was, with those of Stamford Raffles and John Crawfurd, one of the 
three major English language contributions to Indonesian historiography.74 Thereafter 
69 See maps reproduced in the Appendix XVI 
70 B. W. Andaya, 1993, p. xvii. 
71 Raffles used Marsden ' s 181 1 map as a guide to the interior of Sumatra and sent him corrections as 
necessary, see for example, Raffles, 1830, p. 364-65. 
72 Including in Britain, the U.S., Singapore and Malaysia, Australia and New Zealand. 
73 Presumably because it is longer, corrected, and the latest edition it was chosen for by Bastin for the 
Oxford in Asia reprint edition. 
74 Bastin, (1958)1965, p. 271. 
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Marsden tended to be perceived in the broad context of Indonesian studies, and only 
towards the very end of the twentieth century was there a renewed interest in Marsden as 
an authority on "the Malays". 
As remarked above, most scholars of Southeast Asia who make reference to Marsden 
appear to assume the 1811 History virtually reprints the 1783 or to read the 1783 History 
as a commentary on the 1811 rather than vice versa. Marsden's primary motivations in 
writing his 1783 History were literary, but as a former administrator, he wanted to 
explain that Sumatra's relative civilisation should encourage continued British presence 
(and investment) in "island India". The Hindus75 had proved a docile and biddable 
subject people.76 Marsden presented Malays as a people who were equally amenable to 
colonialism as Hindus.77 The History of Sumatra was published in April 1783.78 The 
Anglo-Dutch war was in progress and the Dutch had captured Bengkulu. It was very 
much to Marsden's financial advantage if the Factory were to be re-established at 
Bengkulu after the war ended. 79 Thus, he indicated where research into the commercial 
potential of Sumatra's natural products might be fruitful, and outlined geographical 
75 While the lower classes of Hindu were regarded as "weak and indolent'', the high class Brahmins were 
well respected. Their ancient religion was thought to be a branch of the primary and "universal religion" 
and parallels with the Old Testament were discovered. Although Wilkins was the first to bring an 
authentic text to Europe, the existence of the Vedas and their contents had been part of European 
knowledge from the late I 7th century. Rayna!, 1777, V. i, p. 3 7, had written of them in his history: 
"Nothing has been able to reconcile the tender, humane and timorous Indian to scenes of blood, or to 
animate with him the courage and spirit of rebellion. His vices arise solely from a weak mind". Raffles, 
1817, V. ii, Appendix K, p. ccxxxii, represents a continuation of this tradition. He rated the Hindu people 
of Bali as the most progressive people of the Archipelago: "They are now a rising people. Neither 
degraded by despotism nor enervated by habits of indolence ... " and also approved of the Javanese 
character, perhaps because of their presumed Hindu background and because he noted "Javans in general, 
while they believe in one Supreme God, and that Mahomet was his prophet ... were little acquainted with 
the doctrines of that religion and are the least bigoted of its followers". See'Raffies, 1817,V. ii, p. 2 
76 Not only were the Hindus weak and timorous in character, but their intellectual heritage was lost to 
them. Rayna!, 1777, V. i, p. 38: "By the most antient traditions, the Indians appear to have been the first 
who received the rudiments of science, and the polish of civilization .... [but] The Indians themselves are 
ignorant of the origin of their religion and policy ... the spirit of their political system is lost and every 
branch of it either changed or corrupted". 
77 In 1783 Marsden had yet to detect indications of Hindu influences in the Malay language or on Malay 
customs. During the eighteenth century an immense respect developed for ancient Hindu religion and 
philosophy, and the British discoveries of Hindu and Buddhist monuments in Java were yet to come. 
Schwab, ( 1950) 1984, p. 13 8ff, notes the West hoped the Hindu: "magical tradition would prove to be a 
corruption of the universal primitive religion'', see also discussion in Chapter I. 
78 Marsden, 1838, p. 49. 
79 See Appendix I, Carroll, 2002, p. 25. 
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features relevant to mercantile activities,80 but this aspect was much more dominant in 
the 1811 History. While the 1811 History contains much material from the 1783 edition, 
the interpolations distort the flow of his argument sufficiently to make difficulties for the 
modern reader and to obscure his original intentions.81 
Over a quarter of a century elapsed between the original and revised editions. 
Nineteenth century discourse had changed significantly. Marsden could no longer rely on 
the contemporary reader having knowledge common a generation earlier so merely 
updating an existing text was bound to be difficult. Although Marsden was aware when 
he embarked on his 1811 revision that he was liable to upset the structure of the work, he 
took the risk in order: 
to correct some inaccuracies, to supply deficiencies, and to augment the general 
mass of information on the subject of an island still but imperfectly explored. To 
incorporate these new materials requiring that many liberties should be taken with 
the original contexture [i.e. structure]82 of the work, I became the less scrupulous 
of making further alterations, wherever I thought they could be introduced with 
advantage. 83 
The structure of the 1783 History was, however, very important in conveying his original 
message. The wealth of new material in the 18 11 edition tends to obscure the earlier 
focus. He had set his 1783 study in a much larger context than the Malay Lands and 
while for Marsden and his immediate contemporaries the Malayo-Polynesian framework 
remained evident, over the years (even for later readers of the 1783 and 1784 editions) its 
significance was forgotten because a changing and more specialised readership could no 
longer detect the deft indications of its presence. 
80 Solander would still have been alive when Marsden was writing these early chapters and these three 
chapters bear the stamp of the Linnaean influence in the search for useful plants etc. 
81 Even so, I am at a loss to explain how John Miksic, using the 1811 edition, could write: "When 
William Marsden in the late 18th century wanted to find a prototypical Malay for a model, he made what 
we would consider a rather odd choice: a Rejang from the Bengkulu hinterland. Few ethnologists would 
use the term Malay in such a fashion today". Nor, as is discussed in chapters II, III and IV, did Marsden. 
82 OED Online second edition 1989, contexture meaning 5.b "The connected structure or 'body' of a 
literary composition; a connected passage or composition". Cf. S. Johnson, Dictionary, 4th edition 1770, 
"contexture s. (from contex) [i.e. from contexo not contextus, Latin] The disposition of parts one among 
another; the system; the constitution". 
83 Marsden, 181 1, p. vii. 
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Marsden's scholarly works must be read in chronological order against the unfolding 
scholarly and political scene ifMarsden's own development and where the 1783 History 
stands in relation to the 1811 History are to be appreciated. Understanding the various 
philosophies of the time is not sufficient. In Europe, the Napoleonic war marked a huge 
political disruption and an equally profound disruption of the scholarly world. The 
discontinuity or disjunction in transmission of ideas is said to have been as great as that 
marked by the Renaissance. I have studied the 1783 History with an eye to identifying 
phrases and words with special resonance in the text and, wherever possible, I have 
found contemporary sources that explain their significance. Such notions included 
"system" in eighteenth century historiography, the search for origins, laws of climate, 
ranking (of nations) and scales of civilisation,84 national character and physical and 
moral characteristics, notions of decay and decline, taste and luxury85 and the different 
views of negrito and non-negrito peoples and the word Malay or Melayu. The shifts in 
the meanings of words significant to an understanding of Marsden's argument such as 
"science'', "curious", "degenerate", "savage'', and "barbarian" are explained. Leaming to 
recognise the particular eighteenth century stereotypes, topoi and tropes and changes in 
the English language pertinent to Marsden' s text has been essential preparation for my 
analysis.86 
Because it is concerned with the transmission of ideas this thesis belongs to the genre of 
intellectual history. It is centred around an interrogation of Marsden's first two pieces of 
published scholarship (discussed in chapters II, III, IV), works read as eighteenth-century 
texts taking into account eighteenth century historiographical and discursive practice. 
The thesis examines a number of issues, all of which in some way arise from questioning 
84 Marsden's ideas as discussed in Boon, 1990, pp. 32-33, should be compared with Chapter III below. 
85 Eighteenth century ideas on taste and luxury (see chapter IV below) should be compared with Boon, 
1990, p. 33, and Drakard, 1999, p. 7, who quotes Marsden: "the titles and epithets assumed by the Sultans 
are the most extravagantly absurd that it is possible to imagine". (Drakard's citation, Marsden, 1811, pp. 
340-1 should read p. 337); Marsden thought the Sultans' missives "pompous" (Marsden, 1783, 269, cf. 
Marsden, 1811, p. 336) and seems to have been more amused than scornful or nauseated (which Drakard, 
1999, p. 7, reports is how Drakard notes one Dutchman described his reaction). 
86 For example, as noted below, Harrison on history, Drakard and Quilty on Marsden. 
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why compilation of comparative vocabularies was for so long of such compelling 
interest to British scholar-administrators. Marsden's eighteenth century scholarship is 
analysed in its own terms to explain why, and how, many of Marsden' s ideas have been 
misread. It analyses the inspiration, methodology, intellectual context and purpose of 
Marsden's eighteenth-century scholarship. Discourse has been described as "the path 
from one contradiction to another". 87 Although, around 1800, emerging disciplines 
reconfigured the boundaries of knowledge, certain themes, despite transformation, 
survived. Thus elements in Marsden's work, still operating in the twenty-first century, 
have caused proponents of Malay studies to be preoccupied with questions of Malay 
identity. 
After considering the formative events and personal circumstances of William 
Marsden' s scholarly life that conclude this introduction, Chapter I surveys the broader 
intellectual milieu of European discourse during the Enlightenment. Modes of thought 
that impinged on European scholars and writers on Asia generally are identified. The 
principle philosophies of particular relevance to scholarship on the Malay Lands and 
stereotypical ideas about Islam88 and about "the Malays" are reviewed. Special reference 
is made to the role of the Pacific explorers in stimulating interest in the origins of the 
"Malay" language. Chapter II focuses on Marsden's ground-breaking philological 
theories, their contribution to general anthropology, contemporary criticism, and their 
modification. Discussion of their influence on Marsden' s scholarship forms the 
background to an examination of Marsden's 1783 History. The structure and character of 
the 1783 History are discussed and compared with the 1811 History in Chapter III. 
Chapter IV first explores Marsden' s understanding of Malay origins based on his 
Sumatran sources second, his ideas of "Malay" and compares it with the eighteenth-
87 Foucault, (1972)2001 , p. 151. 
88 The Arabs and other Islamic nations were traditional enemies of the Christian nations of Europe and 
inveterate and successful invaders as were the Tartars. It has been said (Inden, (1990)2000, p. 54) that at 
this time whereas: "The Ottoman was a potentially dangerous Alter Ego of the European . ... But the 
Chinaman and the Hindoo were the true Others. Both China and India, were, thus, the opposites of the 
West. .. . Yet China and India were also opposites in relation to one another, for the one was never truly 
conquered and dominated by another civilization, while the other was overrun again and again''. 
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century Malay view of "Malay" found in Hikayat Hang Tuah as preparation for an 
examination of differences between Malay ans Sumatran "national character". Chapter V 
assesses Marsden's post 1783 scholarship and traces the influence of the principal 
elements of Marsden's scholarship on Peninsular administrator-scholars up to the early 
twentieth century. 
William Marsden (1754-1836) 
The first significant British scholar of Malay studies was William Marsden. By the time 
he was twenty-eight, Marsden had been recognised as Britain's foremost authority on 
Malay Lands and a leading philologist.89 Thereafter he was regarded as one of her most 
accomplished oriental scholars. His work on comparative philology was regarded by 
contemporaries as an important milestone. Marsden was, in his day, an important player 
on the larger stage of "Oriental" or "Asian" studies and a founding or an honorary 
member of the principal associations in the international learned academy of Asian 
studies. 90 Marsden considered himself as an "orientalist" or as a "philologist", but first 
and foremost he considered himself a literary man.91 
William Marsden was born on 16 November, 1754 at Verval, County Wicklow,92 Ireland. 
He suffered a palsy or stroke in 1833 and died in England on 6 October, 1836 at Edge 
Grove, Aldenham, Hertfordshire. Marsden was one of eighteen children. Only nine 
89 Marsden's reputation had a local and overseas reputation the foremost British comparative philologist. 
Marsden, 1838, pp. 152-153, noted that when Pantographia, a work on comparative linguistics, was 
published anonymously (but was by Edmund Fry) in 1799, it was assumed by foreign journalists that 
Marsden was the author; Marsden, 1838, footnote p. 78, wrote in 1790: "when a ship arrives from a 
discovery voyage, the vocabularies are delivered as regularly to me, as the Journals to the Admiralty". He 
was also given the opportunity to speak with any peoples from the Pacific and the Archipelago who arrived 
in London, as described in Marsden, 1831, p. 4 .. 
90 For a list ofMarsden's public offices and his membership oflearned societies see Appendix II. 
91 Marsden, 1838, p. 153, (quoted in footnote below) used "literary" where we would use scholarly or 
learned. Marsden, 1838, footnote p. l 06, when he was at the Admiralty he considered that: "the Author 
[was] buried in the Secretary"; footnote p. 75, he was gratified by a reference written by Sir Charles 
Blagden, Secretary of the Royal Society which stated that Marsden was: "Highly distinguished in the 
literary world for his history of Sumatra, various papers in the Philosophical transactions and other learned 
works". 
92 Verval was within "the Pale", the territory under English jurisdiction where the Anglo-Irish gentry 
lived. 
23 
reached maturity "the rest having died, chiefly of small-pox".93 Marsden's mother was 
the second wife ofMarsden's father, John. She bore sixteen children of whom Marsden 
was the sixth son and tenth child.94 Marsden's father had business connections with the 
East India Company. Marsden's was an Irish establishment family and therefore he 
belonged to the Anglican church. Being brought up in Ireland he would have been even 
more acutely aware than his English counterparts of the received opinions on, and shared 
the prejudices concerning, Catholic ritual and "superstitions". 
Marsden was classically educated as preparation for entrance to Trinity College, Dublin 
"with a view to the church". Instead, at barely 16, he left London on 27 December, 
1770,95 bound for an East India Company posting at the Fort Marlborough Presidency 
headquarters at Bengkulu, on Sumatra's western coast. Marsden's working life falls into 
four segments as described below. After a 'scholarly' apprenticeship in Sumatra from 
1771-1779 Marsden returned to London and over the next fifty-six years invested 
considerable effort contributing, both intellectually and materially, to the scholarly 
academy of the day. He also, but briefly, had an Agency dealing with the East India 
trade.96 His scholarly career was interrupted during the Napoleonic War by thirteen years ' 
service for the Admiralty; thus there is a dear divide between his eighteenth century and 
his nineteenth century work. This substantial break coincides with a period of great 
intellectual, social, economic and political change which is reflected in his later 
scholarship. 
93 Marsden, 1838, p. 3. There were two marriages. Seven ofMarsden's mother's children died young. 
94 Presumably the young Marsden was in the house on occasions when his mother (who bore 16 children) 
gave birth and this provided some of the evidence for his assessment that European women had more 
difficult pregnacies and Jabour than Asian women. See Marsden, 1783 p. 247: "The curse entailed on 
women in the article of child-bearing, does not fall so heavy in this, as in the northern countries .... This 
facility of parturition may probably be owing to the relaxation of the frame, from the warmth of the 
climate". The apparently rather cavalier attitude to small pox of the 1783 History where he explained that 
Sumatrans regarded small pox as a plague and made no effort to cure it, relying only isolation of the 
victims to halt its progress (see Marsden, 1783, pp. 155-156), is clarified in his 1811 History (Marsden, 
1811, p. 191) where he explains that: " I trust that the preventive blessing of vaccination has or will be 
extended to a country so liable to be afflicted with this dreadful scourge". 
95 Marsden, 1838, pp. 3-5. 
96 Marsden, 1838, p. 60. The Agency began operations in January, 1785 and appears to have continued 
into the early 1790s. 
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1771-1779. In Bengkulu, Marsden continued his conventional education studying the 
classics under his brother's supervision. While there he also wrote poems and poetical 
dramas. Doubtless inspired by a country which initially impressed him as "a terrestrial 
paradise",97 Marsden even contemplated writing a poetical sketch about Sumatra to be 
called Malaiad,98 but the journals of the Pacific voyages sent him in a new direction.99 
Towards mid-1773, his brother was appointed to Pali, one of the outstations, and from 
then on Marsden made frequent trips to that and the various other stations to which John 
was later appointed. 100 During these trips he was able to observe "the novelty of the 
objects around me". 101 Besides opportunity, Marsden had qualities that gave him entree 
to Malay-speaking Sumatran society. His youth, his benign appearance, 102 his language 
abilities, his social skills, 103 his status as brother to the man who was the local East India 
Company representative (wakil kompani) and married to a Sumatran would all have 
assured his welcome.104 Marsden had a wide experience of the country and the native 
91 Marsden, 1838, p. 7 . 
98 Marsden, 1838, p. 20, had already written a dramatic poem called Moan and Moriat. 
99 The romantic description and imagery used in describing his response to the felling of forest giants in 
preparing ground for dry rice cultivation perhaps indicates the direction the poem would have taken, see 
Marsden, 1783, pp. 62-3. 
100 Marsden, 1838, p. 13, appears to have accompanied his brother on occasion when he inspected pepper 
plantations, going "on foot, through a very wild country". John Marsden was Resident at Laye from 1773-
1783. Laye was 48 km from Bengkulu, see Wink, 1924, p . 3. 
101 Marsden, 1838, p. 15: "My curiosity being ever awake to the novelty of objects around me, I omitted 
no opportunities of making remarks on, and enquiries concerning, whatever was striking in the productions 
of the country, or the peculiar manners of the natives; but it was not until a later period that I seriously 
directed my attention to collecting materials for giving an account of the island". 
102 Marsden, 1838, p. 16. He customarily played female roles in the Bengkulu (European) amateur 
dramatics. Marsden, 1838, footnote p. 16: "My age was about eighteen, and my complexion then fair" . 
103 Marsden, 1838, footnote p. 75: "Mr. Marsden's talents, his gentleman-like conduct and amiable virtues 
have procured him the respect and regard of his acquaintances .... - C. Blagden, Secretary of the Royal 
Society". In her role as editor, Marsden's wife, Elizabeth chose the fo llowing quotation for the title page 
of Brief Memoir, (Marsden, 1838, t.p.): ""[Marsden was} ... equally respected and beloved for his 
learning and very varied acquirements, for his independent and disinterested character, and for his many 
social and domestic virtues'', address of H.R.H. the Duke of Sussex, P.R.S. 30th Nov. 1836". 
104 He not only conversed with the Chinese gardener, slaves from Nias, and seamen from the eastern 
Archipelago, but with the ruling class as well. He was also familiar with the Malay courts and could 
describe the Sultan of Moco-Moco's betel set (Marsden, 1783, p. 244). Marsden clearly was soon on very 
good terms with the Sumatrans. For example, Marsden, 1783, p. 205: "Upon asking the eldest son [of a 
pangeran of Manna} how it happened that the name of distinction had passed over him, and was conferred 
to his younger brother, he answered with great naivete, "because I am accounted weak and silly". He 
attended upper c lass weddings, including that of a son of the Radin of the Prince of Madura; see Marsden, 
1783, p. 232. 
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Sumatrans, 105 visiting traders and Chinese colonists. 106 Around 1777, he began 
collecting materials "for a general account of the island, in a physical, moral and political 
point of view". He combed the Company archives101 and enlisted the help of friends such 
as John Crisp. 108 He had already in the course of his Secretariat work acquired a thorough 
grasp of the Malay language and he had come to know the Malay and Sumatran 
peoples. 109 
The spate of publication following Endeavour's return coupled with Warren Hastings' 
implementation of new policies in Bengal inaugurated an era in which local knowledge 
was to be privileged. 110 Hastings ordered compilations of indigenous laws, a policy that 
also applied in Bengkulu. 111 Although Marsden may only have seen the resulting 
105 For example see Marsden, 1783, p. 50, concerning native villages, especially concerning the 
"elasticity" of the floors of the houses ("alarming to strangers"); p. 47, concerning the "very splendid 
effect" of gold teeth of the chief"by lamp or candle light". His comments on the dangers of the surf, 
discussed in Chapter III, also indicate first hand knowledge. 
106 For example, Marsden, 1783, p. 69 and footnote p. 69, in discussing the difficulty "Chinese colonists" 
experienced with the infertile soil, referred to one Key Soon with whom he obviously had extensive 
conversations and re garde as a friend. See also Marsden, 1811, p. 79, where Marsden sadly recorded 
"the old man " had died. 
107 His history of Fort Marlborough and Bengkulu (Marsden, 1783, footnote pp. 369-370; expanded in 
Marsden, 1811, footnote pp. 450-453), for example, was based on Company records. Charles Millar's trip 
into the Batak region, included in the 1783 History's chapter 18, was based on the official report in 
Company records (Marsden, 1783, footnote pp. 295-96, was an abbreviated version of Miller's report 
which is given in more detail in Marsden, 1811, pp. 369-373). Marsden's notebooks included copies of 
treaties (from Company archives), vocabularies (compiled by Residents and others) and other material 
collected from local Sumatrans, including Batak and Malay Manuscripts, for example see Appendix JV. 
108 Marsden, 1838, p. 21. 
109 Marsden, 1838, p. 15: "At the Presidency ... the intercourse of Europeans with the inhabitants of the 
surrounding districts was by no means of a confined nature; and my official situation, whilst it required a 
competent knowledge of the general language of communication afforded me much practical acquaintance 
with the criminal law; as in all cases of a capital or serious nature, the examinations of suspected persons 
were taken before the Council, conjointly with the native chiefs, and the questions and answers, which 
passed in the Malayan tongue, committed to writing in English, by the Secretary (i.e. Marsden)". 
110 Although Cohn, 1996, p. 26, is willing to credit "scholarly curiosity" as the motivation for learning 
Sanskrit, Cohn ( 1996, p. 21) notes that "The knowledge which this small group of British officials sought 
to control was to be the instrwnentality through which they were to issue commands and collect ever-
increasing amounts of infonnation". This may have been the corporate effect; the individuals were 
concerned more with scholarship than policy. He also appears to overlook the interests in astronomy, 
mathematics and science, where the Indian knowledge was being garnered to improve European 
knowledge, rather than to manipulate Indian knowledge. 
111 Marsden, 1783, p. 185: "The want of a written criterion of the laws, and the imperfect stability of 
traditionary usage, must frequently in the intricacies of their suits, give rise to contradictory decisions; 
particularly as the interests and passions of the chiefs are but too often concerned in the determination of 
the causes that come before them. This evil has long been perceived by the English Residents, who, in the 
countries where we are settled, preside at the bechars, and being instigated by the splendid example of the 
Governor-General of Bengal, under whose direction a code of the laws of that empire was compiled, it was 
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Sir Joseph Banks with Omai and Dr Daniel Solander, lithograph by Theodore 
Von Holst, from the original picture, painted by Wm Parry (National Library of 
Australia). 
publications after returning to England, the new attitudes to indigenous languages in the 
Bengal Presidency would have reinforced Marsden's existing interest in the linguistic 
findings of the Pacific voyages, but customs, manners, religion 112 and governance all 
claimed his attention. Marsden's professional duties included recording and translating 
for criminal and civil court cases. 113 Whilst in Sumatra, Marsden had collected notes in 
Jawi of a schedule of penalties for criminal and civil crimes for Anak Sungai. 114 He may 
have assisted with important cases at other Company outposts. 115 Marsden was thinking 
of compiling a dictionary, 116 which when it appeared contained a high percentage of legal 
terms. Marsden began looking at Sumatran peoples and their languages with new 
"scientific" eyes117 and assiduously collected authentic (language) specimens. 118 
Suggestions of links between Archipelago119 and Pacific island languages not only caught 
his scholarly interest and imagination, but fired his ambition to meet Joseph Banks and 
Dr Daniel Selander: 120 
I had heard and read much of the meetings, in London, of scientific and learned 
persons, of the attention paid to travellers who visited distant countries and 
communicated their observations ... these circumstances raised in my breast a 
resolved. that the servants of the Company at each of the subordinates, should, with the assistance of the 
ablest and most experienced of the natives, attempt to reduce to writing, and form a system of the usages of 
the country people. in their respective residencies". Marsden's summation ofEIC policy is reflected in 
Marshall, 1973, p. 246. 
112 It appears that Marsden discussed religion with his friend, the Radin, Prince of Madura; see Marsden, 
1783, p. 253 (i.e. Marsden, 1811 , p. 290), 1783, p. 283. Marsden, 1811, p. 269; Wink, 1924, pp. 2-3 have 
more details on the Radin. He appears to have spoken with other religious men, see Marsden, 1811, p. 346. 
113 Marsden, 1838, p. 15. His: "extensive practical acquaintance with the criminal law" was invaluable 
background for the preparation of the Dictionary. 
114 See Appendix JV. 
115 Marsden, 1811 , p. 387, noting that tin images were used when a person accused of a crime was 
swearing his innocence, stated: "These tin images may be looked upon as objects of idolatrous worship; 
but I could not learn that any species of adoration was paid to them on other occasions", which may 
suggest that Marsden had been present at a Batak trial. 
116 Marsden label led a manuscript in his collection as follows: "Malayan Vocabulary by W. Rogers, 
Resident of Moco Moco, which first suggested the idea of compiling my Dictionary of the language", see 
Rogers (unpublished), NLA Microfilm of SOAS MS 681. 
117 Marsden, 1838, pp. 150-151. His comparison of languages, including etymology, was "considered by 
the earliest literary friends with whom I associated, as my peculiar province ... This pursuit was suggested 
to me, whilst residing abroad, by the perusal of the Endeavour's voyage round the world, and was 
encouraged when I returned to England, by publishing ... my 'Remarks on the Sumatran (and other 
cognate) languages, in a letter to Sir Joseph Banks'". 
118 Marsden, 1834, p. 30, took down the Pagai (Poggi) Island vocabulary: "from the mouth of a native 
who came to Bencoolen". Marsden, 1782, p. 155, quoted in Chapter II. 
119 Marsden, 1796, footnote p. 218: "The Malay-Archipelago may be understood to comprehend the 
Sunda, Phil/ippine (sic), and the Molucca islands, in the maritime part of which the Malayan is used as a 
linguafranca ". 
120 Solander, a naturalist, and former pupil of Linnaeus, accompanied Banks on Cook's first voyage. 
27 
longing desire to be allowed the opportunity of associating with such men, and to 
become a participator in their liberal pursuits. 121 
His Bengkulu friends encouraged his scholarly interests and ambition. 122 Marsden's 
decision to leave Bengkulu, although it coincided with a political situation which 
"rendered the duties of secretary particularly troublesome and annoying", 123 was mainly 
prompted by his hopes for carving out a future for himself in London. 
Marsden's farewell to Sumatra took the form of a trip from Bengkulu to Manna to meet 
the East Indiaman Queen 124 for his return trip to Europe. The highlight was an inland 
excursion up the escarpment to a dusun (or village) on upland near the Manna River. The 
party travelled by horseback on foot tracks so bad that "it is not possible to imagine any 
paths more rude and difficult than those which we had to follow". Some of their guides 
"had dangerous falls". Their return journey was by water, on a raft "such as is used for 
the conveyance of pepper from the country". 125 While he records this last trip south, 
some of his descriptions suggest that he may have travelled unofficially to the northern 
pepper ports on EIC ships.126 His later horseback expeditions to the wilder parts of Wales 
and his journey along the English south coast suggest that, when opportunity arose, he 
would have undertaken similar trips in Sumatra. 127 Given Marsden' s love of ascending 
121 Marsden, 1838, p. 26. 
122 Marsden, J 838, p. 49: "I had left [several queries] in the hands of persons on the spot, whose energy, 
however, did not always equal their inclination to oblige me, in committing their observations to writing"; 
and Marsden, 183 8, footnote p. 26. Crisp, one of his most helpful friends wrote to him c. 1779: "[I have] 
often thought you should push home. You are young, and may make a very considerable figure in life. You 
have talents that cannot fail to carry you through". 
123 Marsden, 1838, p. 25. 
124 The East India Company ships travelled to Sumatra to collect the pepper harvest. The ships travelled 
from settlement to settlement south down the coast to collect their cargo. They would then depart from 
Krui, the most southern port, for Europe. 
125 Marsden, 1838, p. 29-30: "Nor did the experience we had previously acquired in frequently passing 
from one settlement to another along the line of coast, and mostly on the sea-beach, avail us in this inland 
expedition". 
126 Marsden, 1838, p. 15. It was the practice for East India Company Captains to give passage to 
supernumeraries for short trips. The missionaries at Melaka from 1815 benefited from free passage 
between Melaka and Canton. Marsden probably had similar opportunities to travel the length of the West 
coast of Sumatra to visit the pepper ports visited by the East India Company ships. Marsden makes 
comments in his History that seem to indicate first hand knowledge of local maritime conditions and of 
places as far north as the Batak country. 
127 Marsden, 1838, footnotes pp. 78-80, was later to undertake trips in the wilds of Wales, which had 
parallels with Sumatran conditions, as well as the lake country and other parts of rural England and the 
continent. In 1790 Marsden, 1838, p. 76, went on a two day detour on foot through: "the grand and 
beautiful defiles of Mount Jura", via Delmont and Basie. In 1791 he returned from Ireland via Wales. 
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mountains, and since the foothills forming the gateway to the Minangkabau hinterland 
were only 10 kilometres from the coast, 128 he probably visited the area. 129 
Marsden may not have penetrated far beyond the coastal regions, but because Bengkulu 
was a lively maritime centre, he could converse with peoples from the interior130 and 
throughout the Archipelago. 131 His admittedly succinct references to many features 
scholars now recognise as crucial to an understanding of Sumatran cultures testify to his 
interrogation skills132 and his credibility as an astute and reliable witness. Despite his 
Anglo-Irish establishment background, Marsden empathised with Irish folk traditions. 
His natural sensitivity was enhanced by early exposure to native Irish "beyond the pale'', 
whose culture was significantly different from his own, but whose folk heroes he 
eulogised. 133 Marsden was strongly influenced by the "noble savage" philosophies of the 
Romantic period and by: 
Marsden, 1838, footnote, p. 78, pp. 78-80: "I sailed from Holyhead, and taking a horse from Ireland with 
me, rode thence to Cardigan, where ... I met my friends ... and accompanied them to Hereford, whence we 
explored all parts of North Wales not already visited, and ascended Snowdon". In August, 1792, Marsden, 
1838, p.81, "set out on horseback to explore the line of coast in Sussex and Kent, from Bognor, by Little 
Hampton ... to Margate, places historically interesting, and in that mode more effectually visited (next to 
walking) than any other, as enabling me to keep near the coast". In September, Marsden, 1838, pp. 81-82 
and footnotes pp.81-82, made an excursion to south Wales. In 1793, he visited the Isle of Wight, did 
another trip through the West of England to Land's End, and a ramble in Ireland He made his "last 
excursion ... for some years" in 1794, see Marsden, 1838, p. 84 .. 
128 Drakard, 1999, p. 56. 
129 Drakard, 1999, p. 16, notes that few Europeans had visited Minangkabau before Raffles in 1818. 
Nevertheless, as already noted, Marsden considered he had travelled substantially in Sumatra and 
inspected many features first hand, for example exploring a volcano about 20 miles from Bengkulu. 
Marsden, 1783, p. 24: "The high trees, with which the country thereabout is covered, prevent the crater 
from being discemable at a distance". Cf. footnote above describing his travels in Britain. 
130 Marsden, 1811, p. 336, in a paragraph, new in this edition, discussing the three Sultans of 
Minangkabau, and commenting on the Dutch appraisal of the governance situation, apparently drew on 
memories of personal contact at the periphery: "In distant parts the schism is either unknown, or the three 
who exercise the royal functions are regarded as co-existing members of the same family, and their 
government, however insignificant in itself, is there an object of veneration". 
131 As witnessed by the variety of dialects he collected "from the mouths of natives" described in his 
"Remarks" article, discussed in Chapter II. 
132 For example, Galizia, 1992, p. 10, discussing the four brothers myth of origin; cf. Marsden, 1783, p. 
178, Drakard, 1999, p. 6: "The ' spell' to which Marsden refers was no doubt the Minangkabau royal curse, 
known as besi kawi, which ... was regularly mentioned in royal letters"; cf. Marsden, 1783, p. 305. or cf. 
Kahn's, 1993, p. 167, "big man" concept, with Marsden, 1783, p. 246: "Where personal endowments ... 
will often raise a private man to a share of importance in the community superior to that of the nominal 
chief, there is abundant inducement for the acquisition of these valuable talents [of oratory)". 
133 As noted above, while in Sumatra Marsden wrote a verse drama, Moan and Moria!, based on Irish folk 
mythology. 
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a convention of Enlightenment literature in which other societies were seen to 
display the Utopian ideals for which Europe should be striving. 134 
He was thus predisposed intellectually and emotionally to admire the "original" 
Sumatran nations and view them more leniently than he did the Malays, who had the 
benefits of a revealed religion. Marsden did not necessarily think of Sumatrans as an 
exotic "other", but merely as being, like the native Irish, less advantaged, but having 
many admirable qualities. 
The pepper trade ensured comparatively good communication between Bengkulu and 
London so there was not a great delay before the latest publications arrived. Marsden 
certainly saw Hawkesworth's three volumes on the Pacific voyages while he was in 
Bengkulu. Raynal's Philosophical History and Richardson's Dictionary of Persian, 
Arabic, and English, 135 published for the East India Company, would have reached 
Bengkulu before Marsden left, as might Poivre's Philosophical Travels. These works, 
directly relevant to East India Company administrators, are discussed below. 
1780-1795. On 24 December 1779 Marsden landed at Portsmouth nine years to the day136 
since he had left for Sumatra.137 Of his arrival in London on the evening of 25 December, 
Marsden wrote: 
No person could be more a stranger to local circumstances than I was . .. I traced 
out some of the very few connexions I had in town 
134 MacKenzie, ( 1995) 1998, pp. 144-45. MacKenzie, (1995) 1998, pp. 145-48, also notes that in the 
Romantic period the "other" included internal [Scots, Spanish etc] and external [Asian] others. On a 
number of occasions, as noted below, Marsden referred to the "other Sumatrans" in this light. The work of 
Abbe Rayna!, discussed below, is significant in this regard. 
135 Richardson was heavily dependent upon Anquetil-Duperron for his Persian material. Abraham 
Hyacinthe Anquetil-Duperron, a pioneer in Sanskrit scholarship, introduced a new era in linguistic 
scholarship when he published the Zend Avesta. Schwab, (1995)1998, p. 17: "The 1771 edition of the 
Zend Avesta marks the first approach to an Asian text totally independent of the biblical and classical 
tradition. The history oflanguage and history through languages both begin with this work [Zend Avesta]". 
136 Marsden, 1838, p. 29. Marsden had turned 25 in November 1779. 
137 Marsden, 1838, pp. 6-7, had left in time of threatened war (over the Falklands) and it was the same 
when he returned (with the American colonies). Portsmouth Harbour was lit up by a bright moon and 
Marsden, 1838, pp. 38-39, was gratified to see "the grandeur of the spectacle" of the Channel Fleet then 
commanded by Sir George Rodney and to observe "the twenty-two sail of the line, [and] convoy of three 
hundred sail of merchant vessels, chiefly for the West-Indies" that were to set sail the next day. 
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who helped him settle into London life. 138 Among his few acquaintances in London was 
Captain Forrest139, who, to Marsden's everlasting gratitude, 140 took Marsden to Joseph 
Banks' Philosophical Breakfast at Soho Square on (Thursday) 1 March 1780.141 Thus he 
realised his ambition to meet Joseph Banks, an introduction "which tended materially to 
influence the character of my future life". 142 There he also met, among others, Dr Daniel 
Solander, Dalrymple, and Rennell. Dalrymple and Rennell became his lifelong friends, 
with a common interest in the East. 143 Conversation at this first visit centred on the 
"vegetable productions of the eastern islands" and Marsden participated impressively 
enough that: 
My design of furnishing some account of the island ... was strongly encouraged: 
Sumatra being, as they observed, of all accessible places of the world, that which 
was the least known. 144 
More importantly, "languages of the Eastern and South-sea Islands"145 were also 
discussed and Marsden was able to comment on comparative language questions Banks 
had raised on the Endeavour voyage. 146 Besides advancing his claim that all languages 
from Madagascar to Easter Island, including Malay, were related, he advanced ideas and 
hypotheses on 1 March which broke new ground and overturned many existing and 
accepted theories. Marsden had prepared for the visit by writing "a short treatise" titled 
"Remarks on Sumatran Languages" addressed to Banks which later appeared in 
Archaeologia. At this first visit Marsden was invited to use Banks' library and given 
138 Marsden, 1838, p. 39. 
139 Captain Thomas Forrest, an East India Company man, stationed in Bengkulu in charge of the Marines. 
He wrote a number of pamphlets and books in the voyage genre, including Voyage to New Guinea, 1779, 
which went into a second edition in 1780. He was a member of the Royal Society and later became a 
member of the Asiatick Society of Bengal. He was a close friend of Dalrymple. Forrest was familiar with 
the works of Valentyn, Dampier, Dalrymple, Boulanger, J.R. Forster, and Cook. His knowledge of journals 
of early navigator explorers, such as Schouten, whose works were also quoted by Dalrymple, was detailed. 
140 Memoirs of a Malayan Family, 1830, footnote p. 51. 
141 Banks was knighted the following year, 1781. 
142 Marsden, 1838, pp. 44-45. 
143 Marsden, 1838, footnote p. 78: "My friends Dalrymple and Renne] are, of course, to be of the party". 
Although Solander died in 1782, he would have assisted Marsden with the preparation of material for 
Marsden's History. Marsden drew on Dalrymple's Histories for vocabularies and used Dalrymple's 
collection for many of the references for the History of Sumatra especially those used in his Chapter 1 as 
noted in thesis Chapter III. Rennell drew the map for his Travels of Marco Polo. 
144 Marsden, 1838, pp. 45-46; Marsden, 1783, p. 373. 
145 Marsden, 1838, p. 47. 
146 The principles guiding the compilation of "comparative vocabularies" are discussed in Chapter II 
when looking in detail at Marsden's "Remarks" paper. The linguistic data from Cook's first two voyages 
are outlined in Chapter I. 
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access to the Endeavour notebooks. 147 Apart from seasonal work for the Agency he set 
up with his brother John in 1785, Marsden led the life of a gentleman scholar from 1780 
to 1795.148 
By March 1780, when Marsden met him, Banks was a well established leader of 
London's scientific society visted by everyone with any scientific pretensions from 
Britain or abroad. A biographer noted that Banks' "talent was managing talent'', 149 and 
in Marsden he recognised considerable talent. Banks supported Marsden's projects 
wholeheartedly. Besides giving him manuscript vocabularies he and Solander had 
compiled on the Endeavour voyage, Banks used his fortune to assist with building up 
Marsden's research collection150 and, on occasion, employed his own skills in collecting 
vocabulary lists on Marsden' s behalf. 151 Banks introduced Marsden to the Royal 
Academy and the Society of Antiquarians, the two major learned societies of the day. 
Here men of talent and education mixed regardless of class and for long convivial 
dinners and formal discussion meetings. Marsden was a man of modest means at this 
stage but this was no barrier to membership: economic changes that were to create a 
yawning gap between the classes had yet to eventuate. 152 
Joseph Banks, "the traveller", was a leading figure in the London scientific and literary 
world of the 1780s. He was in contact with people as varied as Linnaeus and Hume. 
147 Marsden, 1838, p. 46, was invited to take books home, which he did on a regular basis until the 
beginning of 1795 when he was appointed to be Second Secretary of the Admiralty. 
148 Marsden, 1838, footnote p. 72: "From ten in the morning till three I am usually out of doors, in the 
city, public l.ibraries, visits, &c.; my hours for writing are from nine till twelve at night; but you know that I 
am hobby-horsical, that is, a little of an enthusiast in any literary matter I have at the time in hand, and I 
find myself insensibly drawn to discuss a point ofHindoo chronology". His "On the chronology of the 
Hindoos" was read before the Royal Society, June 1790 and published in their Philosophical Transactions, 
V. 80, 1790. 
149 Banks, 1963, V. i, p. 123. 
150 Marsden, 1838, p. 151 , wrote about Sir Joseph Banks' help: "by this distinguished person, whose time 
and ample fortune were devoted to the promotion of useful knowledge, I was materially assisted in making 
the collections necessary for the intended comparison" . 
151 Marsden, 1785, p. 383: "Through the obliging assistance of Sir Joseph Banks, who has spared no 
pains to promote this investigation, I procured an opportunity of obtaining a list of words from our Gypsies 
... corroborated by words taken down separately, by Sir Joseph [Banks] and by Dr Blagden". 
152 The period 1780-1815 saw the beginning of wide differences in distribution of income. Increasing 
gaps separated lower from middle and middle from upper classes; see Boot, 1999, pp. 639, 659, 661-62. 
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Banks made his considerable contribution as an enlightened patron and influential 
member of the elite. In his youth, Banks ignored the Continent and took his "Grand 
Tour" in Newfoundland, the Pacific and Lapland where he made many significant 
scientific discoveries. Although Banks held the highest office of the most prestigious 
learned society, he was not counted a scholar. As President of the Royal Society from 
1778-1820, he exerted great influence in scholarly and administrative matters concerning 
the "East". Royal Society dinners and Banks' breakfasts153 were during his lifetime major 
gathering places for men interested in the East. His successor as President of the Royal 
Society was to say that although Banks was: 
a courtier in character, he was a warm friend to a good King. In his relations to the 
Royal Society, he was too personal, and made his house a circle too like a court. 154 
Marsden, however, appreciated this side to his friendship with Banks. Marsden drew on 
Banks' knowledge, either directly, or through his manuscript journals and vocabularies, 
or Hawkesworth's Account.155 
As a follow up to his "Remarks" article Marsden very quickly became 
engaged in an attempt to render this (i.e. the Sumatran) comparison of languages 
more extensive, and as far as possible to bring specimens of all those spoken in the 
known world, into one point of view. 156 
Marsden's work on comparative philology brought him into contact with the principal 
linguistic scholars of the day. He distributed copies of his "standard list of fifty words" 
seeking new vocabularies from around the world. 157 Marsden acquired a considerable 
reputation as a linguist: 
153 They were apparently not so well patronised in the last twenty years of Banks' life. Marsden, 1838, 
footnote p. 85: "With respect to these [breakfast] meetings, I may here repeat that they long proved to me 
[sic] the most interesting and satisfactory of any scientific assemblages I have ever attended, and were kept 
up with great efficiency so long as Sir Joseph's health lasted; but with that they unavoidably declined, until 
at length the table, which to the end of his days was amply furnished with materials for breakfast of the 
best quality, became entirely deserted. The Sunday evening conversaziones of Soho Square had much 
celebrity, at a later period''. 
154 Quoted in O'Brian, 1987, p. 299. 
155 Hawkesworth, John: Account of a voyage round the world undertaken by the order of his present 
Majesty for making discoveries in the southern hemisphere, London, W. Strahan, 1773, 3v. 4to was said 
by Marsden to be based on the journals of Banks and Solander - not Banks and Cook, (Marsden, 1838, p. 
26) a comment which betrays Marsden's concentration on the Journals as a source of linguistic data. 
156 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 165. 
157 Marsden, 183 8, p. 151 . He began with collecting languages from "the eastern world", but widened his 
scope after he had the list "printed in the most convenient form for distribution and for filling up by 
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I have no reason to complain of backwardness in the world to allow credit for a 
great deal more than I know - and I am presumed to be acquainted not only with 
every language spoken by the actual inhabitants of the earth, but to have a 
smattering, at least, of those which sprang from the confusion at Babel. 158 
Meanwhile he continued to build up his library of dictionaries and grammars. His 
practice was to search the booksellers' catalogues for likely material, especially for 
volumes of voyages and travels which might contain vocabularies. He was also given 
oriental manuscripts and books: 
I receive many as presents from my friends: Sir Joseph Banks considers me as the 
depository of every thing respecting language that comes to his hands. 159 
Marsden had access to four institutional libraries and six private collections. 160 The 
institutional libraries included the British Museum, the King's Library at Buckingham 
House, the Bodleian Library, Oxford and Bibliotheque du Roi, Paris.161 Besides Banks' 
library,162 other collections included those of Alexander Dalrymple, Thomas Hill (or 
Hile?), Francis Grose of antiquarian interests and also a poet, 163 Charles Wilkins (1750-
1836), 164 the Sanskrit scholar who became Marsden's life long friend and later, his 
father-in-law, and John Brand, Fellow and one time Secretary of the Antiquarian Society 
also a poet. 
intelligent travellers, as well as from books of voyages and travels already published". His brother John, 
for example, collected French and Italian dialects for him. l 838, pp. 63-64. 
158 Marsden, 1838, (editors) footnote p. 73. This is an extract from a letter from Sir George L. Staunton 
dated 15 July, 1791. 
159 Marsden, 1838, footnote pp. 77-78. Letter dated 16th (i.e. 26th) December, 1790. Letter appears to 
have been written on Boxing Day. 
160 Marsden, A Catalogue of the Dictionaries, Vocabularies, & Grammars of all languages & dialects 
excepting the ancient classical & principal modern languages ofEurope.[n.d], see Marsden 
(unpublished), SOAS MS 57002. 
161 It was probably through Banks that Marsden was first given access to the royal libraries in London and 
Paris. 
162 From I 776 Banks lived in Soho Square not far from the British Museum. His library, herbarium and 
his great collection of objects were all housed there. His library may be regarded as quasi-institutional, 
since it was made so widely available and was, like many of the libraries in the noble houses, under the 
care of a librarian. 
163 Brand may not have been known to Marsden before 1784. Frances Grose ( 1731 ?-1791) was an author 
and poet. Among his titles was A classical dictionary of the vulgar tongue. I have been unable to identify 
Hill. 
164 Charles Wilkins for example did not return to England until 1786. He was the author of the 
translations of Bhagavad Gita and the Mahabharata. After his return from Bengal he was appointed 
Librarian to the EIC in London and was, until his death, a lecturer at Haileybury. He produced the Arabic 
and Indian types for Marsden's Dictionary. 
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While "gentlemen" scholars of the day were still bound by the classical tradition in 
which they had been educated, a new awareness of a diverse intellectual heritage enjoyed 
by the West was making its presence felt. The major learned societies and associations of 
the day were important forums. Although there were few scholars of Eastern studies in 
Britain and perhaps even fewer of the scholarly elite with any direct knowledge of the 
East, the intimate nature of London's intellectual world ensured that Marsden had 
opportunities to meet them. Even "specialists" embraced a surprisingly wide field and 
there was considerable overlap of scientific and literary circles which fostered his 
studies. There were, as discussed in Chapter II, significant links between Banks' circle165 
and Gottingen University,166 especially with Blumenbach, court physician to the King of 
Great Britain. 167 
Contemporary influences 
Dalrymple, and Marsden's Sumatran colleagues Forrest,168 and Charles Miller,169 were 
contemporaries whose work was used by Marsden. Apart from Forrest and Miller, only 
three contemporary writers are cited in Marsden's 1783 History. 110 Marsden derived his 
set of Measures of Civilisation, which as will be explained in Chapter III was central to 
his History, from works by Poivre, Robertson and Richardson. The History of America 
165 Blumenbach, 1775, p. 102, G C Lichtenberg, of the University of Gottingen was an informant of 
Blumenbach's. Blumenbach became one of Banks' circle. He helped prepare F.K. Hornemann for his trip 
to Africa, on behalf of the Africa Association of which Banks was a committee member, and Marsden a 
member. See Hornemann, 1802, pp. xviii, 193. These connections are further discussed ln Chapter II. 
166 Hauser-Schi.iublin, 1998, p. 51: "the electorates of Hanover and Gottingen showed an intensive 
concern with the course and results of Cook's expeditions ... evaluation of the voyages [and related 
publications] which were acquired for the university library, as well as interest in the scientific expeditions, 
had thus already enjoyed a tradition in Gottingen around 1780". 
167 Hauser-Schi.iublin, 1998, pp. i-ii: "A decisive role in this acquisition [of a Cook collection donated by 
the English King George III to Gottingen University] was played by ... Blumenbach". See Hauser-
Schaublin, 1998, pp. 58-68, for detailed description of its purchase and donation in 1782. 
168 Thomas Forrest was a man of some education, for example he quoted from Boulanger's work in his 
Voyage to New Guinea, I 779, p. 369. Forrest, 1790, p. 54, gave a copy of Voltaire to the Sultan of Aceh. 
169 Marsden, 1783, p. 294, described Miller as a botanist. Miller wrote a report on a journey undertaken 
on Company orders in the districts around Tapanuli. Marsden, I 783, footnote p. 295, wrote: "The report of 
the journey is entered in the Company records. An extract containing the geographical part is given here". 
In the 1811 History, Marsden, 1811, pp. 369-373, gave a much more extensive version in the body of the 
text. The variations between the 1783 and 1811 Histories are discussed in Chapters III and IV. 
170 The French philosopher Montesquieu has been excluded. Crisp was more an infonnant that a writer. 
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by William Robertson, ( 1721-1793), 171 and Dictionary of Persian, Arabic and English, 
by John Richardson, (1741-1811 ?)172 were both published in 1777. Although the only 
French philosopher Marsden cited in the History a/Sumatra was Montesquieu (1689-
1755), Marsden and many of his compatriots were familiar directly and indirectly with 
mainstream Enlightenment French philosophy. Montesquieu's (1748) De I 'esprit des lois 
(The Spirit of Laws) provided a critical framework for their often derogatory evaluations 
of the "East". 173 While Robertson, as did Marsden, followed Rousseau in identifying 
indolence as characteristic of the "savage", nevertheless Robertson and Marsden valued 
industrious citizens. 174 Marsden was also sympathetic, as his discussion of the Sumatrans 
reveals, to Rousseau's ideas concerning the "unspoiled" nature of original man and the 
sanctity of the democratic expression of the general will. He shared Rousseau's 
conviction that because: 
original Man [is] vanishing by degrees, Society no longer offers to our Inspection 
but an assemblage of artificial Men and factitious Passions ... which have no 
foundation in Nature. 175 
Robertson's, Poivre's and Richardson's works are good barometers of the times when 
scepticism, an important influence in the fledgling years of Asian studies, was on the 
rise.176 Robertson's History of America created something of a literary sensation, and was 
recognised as re-writing ideas of "Aboriginal society" .177 The catalyst for his History of 
America was his rejection of many of the (romantic) French ideas on the "savage" held 
171 William Robertson was Principal of Edinburgh University, and Moderator of the General Assembly of 
the Church of Scotland from 1763 to virtually the end of his life. Hume reported in a letter to Adam Smith 
that "Lord Lyttleton says, that Robertson, Smith and Bower are the Glories of English literature", Hume 
(1759)1997, pp. 6-7. 
172 John Richardson, A Dictionary, Persian, Arabic and English ... to which is prefrxed a dissertation of 
the languages, literature and manners of Eastern Nations, 2 v. London, 1777. Richardson was Fellow of 
the Society of Antiquaries, a member of the Middle Temple and a Fellow of Wadham College, Oxford. 
173 Montesquieu, 1748, looked at the evils of feudalism in Books 30-31 . Book 7 dealt with "sumptuary 
laws, luxury, and the condition of women". 
174 Rousseau, ( 1755) 1761, p. 178-9: [Savage Man] sighs for nothing but Repose and Liberty; he desires 
only to live, and to be exempt from Labour; nay, the Ataraxy of the most confirmed Stoic falls short of his 
consummate Indifference for every other Object. On the contrary, the Citizen in Motion is perpetually 
sweating and toiling; ... he continues a Drudge until his last Minute ... and [isl proud of his Chains." See 
also Appendix I, Carroll, 2002, pp. 25-28. 
175 Rousseau, (1755)1761, p. 178. 
176 Richardson was a member of the Middle Temple and a lawyer, and Robertson was a member of the 
Presbyterian ministry. Both were trained to question established dogma. 
177 Dictionary of National Biography, entry for Robertson: "Its vivid descriptions and philosophical 
disquisitions on aboriginal society captivated the literary world, while the outbreak of the American war 
lent the book pertinent public interest and rendered it more popular than either of its predecessors." 
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by scholars including Pauw, Buffon and Rousseau. Robertson disparaged classical and 
modem scientific theories concerning both "noble" and "ignoble" savage concepts. In his 
History of America Robertson framed a third, more enduring and perhaps more 
invidious, variant of the "savage": the "naked savage". As discussed in Chapter I, despite 
the title, Robertson's radical re-evaluation of the "savage" was, in part, a reaction to the 
Pacific experience as recorded by Hawkesworth. 
The first volume of Richardson's Dictionary was a dissertation 178 on the languages, 
literature, and manners of Eastern nations. Its influence is discernible in Marsden's 
"Remarks" article and his History. 179 Richardson, who already had published an Arabic 
grammar, 180 is reputed to have been assisted with his Dictionary by William Jones, 
(1746-1794), a scholar of Persian with a number of publications to his credit. 181 In France 
as in Britain the burgeoning "idea" of the East among scholars generated a common 
interest. English scholars of the orient were in communication with their French 
counterparts. 182 Both Jones and Richardson, although highly critical of Anquetil's 1771 
translation of Zend Avesta, 183 were nonetheless greatly influenced by Anquetil' s work 
and that of his continental colleagues. 184 Richardson's Dictionary became a conduit for 
178 The Dissertation was also published separately, in 1777, and in 1778 with an apology from Jacob 
Bryant and additional remarks from Richardson (see under Richardson, 1778, in the thesis Bibliography). 
Richardson's work as a lexicographer was perhaps his more enduring contribution to "Oriental studies". His 
Dissertation, acknowledged until the 1840s (for example, see Newbold, V. ii, p. 315), has been 
overshadowed in recent time by adherents to the "Scottish Philosopher" school. For example, Rendall, 1982, 
pp. 43-69, while she acknowledges the influence of Jones on John Crawford and John Leyden, entirely 
ignores Robertson's contemporaries Richardson and Marsden, yet an important reprint of Richardson's 
Dictionary, edited and improved by Wilkins, appeared in 2 volumes; V.i, 1800, included the Dissertation, 
V. ii, 1806 (see Marsden, 1827, p. 106).The Richardson-Wilkins work was enlarged by F. Johnson (1892?) 
and then by F. Steingass (1930). It was still in print in 1957. 
179 He was cited by Marsden, 1783, p 170. Marsden also owned a copy of this edition. 
180 Richardson, A Grammar of the Arabic Language, London, J. Murray & D. Prince, 1776. 
181 Listed in Cannon, 1958, p. 263. Both Richardson and Jones were highly critical of the Zend Avesta 
when it was first published. 
182 Schwab, ( 1950) 1984, p. 19: "After examining a sample of Sanskrit characters sent from Oxford, which 
no scholar in Europe could read, Anquetil thought to go to India to trace the secret of the unknown writing". 
He arrived in India in 1754 (Schwab, (1950) 1984, p. 4). 
183 Schwab, (1950)1984, p.24. (Based on a Persian translation of the Sanskrit). 
184 Richardson shared Anquetil-Duperron 's conviction that Greco-Roman knowledge should not always be 
privileged. Schwab, (1950)1984, p. 160: "Anquetil was also alone in perceiving the problem of inducing 
Europeans who viewed the Indian world to stop setting the primacy of a Greco-Roman education against 
other types of education". 
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the transmission of French and English linguistic and philosophical knowledge about the 
East that was largely articulated in terms of the new linguistic challenges presented by 
India and China. Pierre Poivre, ( 1719-1786), 185 known as the philosophical traveller 
(from the title of his book published in 1768),186 was, apart from the Pacific voyagers, the 
only author with local experience. Poivre's book, titled Voyages d'unphilosophe, ou, 
Observations sur !es moeurs et les arts des peuples de l'Afrique, de l'Asie et de 
l'Amerique was widely read and regarded in Britain and even America as an important 
contribution to the literature on agriculture. Poivre was among Raynal's sources on the 
Indo-Chinese region. 187 
Although there are only occasional hints of Raynal's influence in the History of Sumatra, 
Marsden was one of his admirers188 as were other scholars of the East, including John 
Leyden (1775-1811). 189 Abbe Guillaume Thomas Rayna! (1713-1796)190 was feted when 
185 Pierre Poivre ( 1719-1786) Poivre was read by a wide and diverse audience, translated in into English 
and reprinted in the US as late as 1818. Poivre entered the order of the Mission Etrangeres in Paris in 
I 736, and was posted to Macao, arriving there in I 74 I. He was widely travelled in the region leading a 
mission to Cochin China in I 742. In 1745, on a return trip to France, he was detained in Batavia for some 
months by the Dutch. In 1750 he led an expedition to Cochin China for la Campagne des Indes orienta/es, 
however, it resulted in the expulsion of the missionaries; see Marin, 1999, p. 89ff. His right hand was 
amputated in Batavia for medical reasons. He returned to France. At some time he became President of 
Royal Society of Agriculture at Lyon. In 1759 he presented papers to the Society (afterwards published as 
Voyages d'un philosophe, ou, Observations sur !es moeurs et /es arts des peuples de l'Afrique, de l'Asie et 
de l'Amerique, 1768, Yverdon, France). He married in 1766. See Poivre, 1968, pp. 3, 9, 35-36. 
186 He is said to have called himself the "Philosophical traveller" because of his interest in the kinds and 
constitutions of humankind; see Malleret, 1968, p. 3. 
187 Rayna!, 1777, V. ii, p. 48ff; p. 152. 
188 Marsden, 1838, pp. 63-65. Marsden, and his brother John, who was consulted by Rayna!, were 
admirers. 
189 Murray, I 8 I 8, V . i, pp. ix-x. Leyden published A Historical and Philosophical Sketch of the 
Discoveries and Settlements of Europeans in Northern and Western Africa, at the close of the Eighteenth 
century, Edinburgh, I 799, which was consciously modelled upon Raynal's work (as his later Sketches of 
Borneo (1814) also appears to be). Leyden applied to be appointed as one of the African Association's 
scholar-explorers, (Murray, 1818, p. xi). Marsden had met Leyden. Presumably since Marsden was a 
member of the Africa Association it had been in this connection. See also Hooker, 2001, p. 14ff. on 
Leyden's methods of working. 
190 Raynal's History was often included as a reference work by men going to the East. It was included in 
the library of the future Duke of Wellington when he went to India and Napoleon when he went to Egypt; 
see Guedalla, 1940, p. 56. Its description of the different ways the various powers could retake Java could 
have inspired Raffles's proposals to Lord Minto; see Raynal, 1777, V. i, p. 281 ff., (by France); p. 284ff., 
(by Great Britain). As noted in an above footnote, Raffles's friend and mentor John Leyden was a great 
devotee of Rayna!. 
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he visited England in 1777.191 Raynal's Histoire philosophique et politique des 
etablissements et du commerce des Europeens dans !es deux Indes (1770)192 was one of 
the most influential and widely read works of his time193 (even outstripping the Wealth of 
Nations, 1776)194 The first English edition appeared in 1772. Raynal discussed the nature 
of peoples and the diversity of mankind and was concerned with questions of governance 
and individual liberty. His principal focus was Europe in the New World and the East. 
Although a precursor of nineteenth century (Christian) humanitarianism, his 
preoccupation was not with religious, but with civil issues. Like Adam Smith, Rayna! 
argued for free trade and against the mercantile system, 195 and had an overriding concern 
with the duties of sovereigns. 196 Rayna! had strong humanitarian sympathies, particularly 
towards subject peoples, the preservation of their liberty and the operation of responsible 
govemment. 197 He advocated abolition of slavery, highlighted the suffering of women of 
191 Irvine, 1931, pp. 570-7 1. In the modem era, that Rayna! had collaborators in his great work has been 
regarded as curious and unscholarly; however, in the 18th century drawing on the talents of contemporaries 
was not unusual. (Marsden used work contributed by friends. Raffles for example offered Marsden his 
Minangkabau material for a possible 4th edition of the History). Rayna! was always regarded as the author, 
as was Marsden of the History. 
192 The English translation was titled: Philosophical and Political History of the establishment of 
European commerce in the East and West Indies. The first English translation was in 1772. The 1777 
edition has been cited in this thesis. This edition was owned by Marsden; see Marsden, 1827, p. 102. In 
this edition there is no reference to the Pacific discoveries. 
193 Irvine, 193 1, pp. 573-77; Irvine, 1931, p. 573, notes that in The Monthly Review, Nov, 1776, "the 
work is spoken of as "generally known and admired throughout Europe". The reviewer considered it 
hardly necessary to discuss the book at length". Irvine highlighted the absence of assessments ofRaynal's 
influence in British society, especially his neglect by authors studying the influence of the "noble savage" 
concept. 
194 Contemporaries criticised The Wealth of Nations. It was found difficult to read, German economists 
published clearly organised summaries (Ross, 1998, p. xxviii), and a French criticism was similar (Gamier, 
1998, p. 2 15ff). It was eclipsed by Raynal 's work until Malthus (a Haileybury professor) and Richardo 
developed and promulgated his ideas. Smith's modification of the 4 stage theory of society's development 
is noted in Chapter I. It had neither marginal notes nor a logical arrangement. The marginal notes, 
recommended in 1776 by William Robertson, were only added to Cannan's 1904 edition; see Ross, 1998 
p. xv. These features doubtless hampered its immediate success, but part of the reason for its lack of 
success was presumably that he offended Christians in a letter he wrote in November 1776. He observed 
"A single, and as I thought, a very harmless sheet of paper, which I happened to Write concerning the 
death of our late friend, Mr Hume, brought me ten times more abuse that the very violent attack I had made 
upon the whole commercial system of Great Britain" quoted Ross, 1998, p. xvii. 
195 Rayna!, 1777, V. i, pp. 310-311. He used the literary device of apostrophe, and wrote the following 
declamatory address for Elizabeth I of England about her refusal to grant monopoly privileges because 
they are unjust: "May my hand suddenly wither, may my heart be struck at once with a deadly blow, before 
I shall ever grant particular privileges that my subjects have reason to complain of'. 
196 A concept intimately bound up with ideas of nation and nationalism as indicated in discussion below. 
197 It is notable that of the passages in which Rayna! apostrophised his readers using the voice of his 
protagonist, in all but one case his protagonist was a (native) victim of oppression. The exception was 
Elizabeth I of England, who was cast as an idealised sovereign. 
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subject races in the Americas under colonial rule, and criticised the treatment meted out 
to the Hindus in Bengal: 
Our ambition has carried discord into all parts of their country, and our 
rapaciousness has inspired them with hatred, fear and contempt for our continent, 
they look upon us as conquerors, usurpers, and oppressors, sanguinary and 
avaricious men. 198 
This debate was one of the central political issues of the day199 and Raynal's views on the 
Honourable East India Company were influential among the British elite.200 
Marsden was critical of Dutch colonial administrations. His attitude towards the Dutch 
expressed in 1783 had probably been formed before he left Bengkulu. 201 He originally 
believed there were no significant Dutch sources on the Archipelago and, on the basis of 
the Hawkesworthjournals, that the Dutch had a deliberate policy of censorship.202 This 
impression died hard.203 Dutch influence on early (British) Asian and Malay studies was 
limited at this period. 204 Although there is evidence of some familiarity among British 
scholars, Dutch, like Scandinavian languages, was not in general use among the 
198 Raynal, 1777, V. ii, p. 3 I I. 
199 Cohn, 1996, p. 58: "Debate centred on the question of whether a private company that was exercising 
state functions could do so on the basis of royal grants and charters .... These and many subsidiary issues ... 
became central political issues from 1760 to 1790". 
200 Marshall, 1968, p. 150, quotes the letter of the poet William Cowper, 3 January 1784, concerning the 
Indian situation: "Know then that I have learnt long since, of Abbe Rayna!, to hate all monopolies, as 
injurious, however managed, to the interests of commerce at large". 
201 Although he would have noted the reference to Wemdley in Richardson's Dictionary, it may have 
taken him some time to locate the item. By the mid-1780s he knew German and Italian and may have 
learned Dutch when working on his Malayan Dictionary. He had been reading the Dutch Malayan 
translation of the Bible "verse by verse" ; see Marsden, 1838, p. 81 footnote. Marsden translated an article 
from German for Oriental Repertory V. ii, No III. "A letter published in Jena ... translated from the 
German" by William Marsden, pp. 469-476. At this time German and Dutch were still virtually the one 
language. He used an Italian mss for his Travels of Marco Polo. 
202 In the 1783 History, Marsden, 1783, p. iv, exhibits considerable prejudice against the Dutch, claiming 
that they suppressed information saying he believed it to be chiefly because of"the jealous policy of their 
commercial system, which deemed it a matter of expediency to prohibit the publication of any researches, 
that might tend to throw a light on the sources of their profit, and draw the attention of the rest of the 
world". For example, Hawkesworth, 1773, V. i, Chapter X, p. 630ff. detailed Philip Carteret's adverse 
experience of the VOC policy at Macassar; see also Banks, 1963, V. ii, p. 219, re Dutch dishonesty: "I 
need only say that the Jewel known to English merchants by the name of fair dealing is totally llilkown here 
- they have joind all the art of trade that aDutchman is famous for to the deceit of an Indian". Marsden 
made an apology in the 1811 History, footnote p. iv. 
203 Cook, 1784, iii: "It has too frequently been considered sound policy, perhaps, in this country as well as 
amongst some of our neighbours; to affect to draw a veil of secrecy over the result of enterprises to 
discover and explore unknown quarters of the globe ... Our late voyage could not but convey useful 
information to every European nation". 
204 As noted below, except for French, the language of diplomacy, modem languages were not part of the 
average student's curriculum. 
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intellectual elite of London, 205 nor among the British in Sumatra. Marsden mentioned the 
Malays' amusement when Malay was used as the medium of communication between 
Dutch and English speakers. Valentyn's great work does not appear to have been a well 
known or accessible text.206 Dalrymple relied on someone else to verify his translation of 
Valentyn's version of Abel Tasman's voyage for inclusion in his An Historical 
Collection.201 Although Forrest appears to have known Dutch, Valentyn's Bird of 
Paradise description included in his Voyage to New Guinea208was provided by J.R. 
Forster. Seafarers like Alexander Hamilton early in the century, or William Spavens in 
the 1770s, 209 who frequented the waters of the Malay Archipelago, usually learned some 
Dutch and some Portuguese. 
In writing his 1783 History obvious benefits accrued from Marsden's continuation of the 
philosophical exercise, begun in the "Remarks" paper, of defining and differentiating the 
nations of the region. He demonstrated that "real" Malays of west Sumatra were not to 
be confused with treacherous "Malays" from elsewhere. Doubtless influenced by 
Robertson and Raynal Marsden also maintained that under suitable European influence 
less cultivated peoples could be improved and that it was their European duty to provide 
the necessary guidance. 210 Rayna! outlined the steps to be taken as, first, showing a native 
people "that mutual advantage is the basis of commerce", thus "preserving their 
confidence in our dealings" and thereby removing their "prejudices" and perhaps 
changing "their form of government" (from despotism). He suggested that if this plan 
had been followed in the Indian subcontinent: 
205 As noted below, Latin had been established as the language of learning and maintained its status 
throughout. Linnaeus conversed in Latin with visiting scholars (see Fara, 2003, p. 25) and published in 
Latin. Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 61, quoted Rumphius's work which was published in Latin. 
206 Not only its size and its principle of organisation but also its language were impediments to its wider 
dissemination. It was used chiefly for information on natural history and exploration. 
207 Dalrymple, 1770, V. i, p. xii: "I do not understand Dutch ... the translation [of the relation of 
Tasman's voyage in Valentyn] was afterwards examined by a gentleman, who is complete master of the 
Dutch language". 
208 Forrest, 1780, p. 142. Forster, (1778)1996, p. 187 quoted Valentyn. 
209 Spavens, 1796, p. I 0. 
2 10 See Appendix I, Carroll, 2002, pp. 25-30. This is further discussed in Chapter I. 
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We should have succeeded so far as to have lived amongst them, and trained up 
civilised nations around us, who would have protected our settlements for our 
mutual interests. 211 
European nations were believed to have progressed beyond feudalism and were shaking 
off the evils of slavery: something they believed the Malay nations would be incapable 
of doing for themselves.212 Although its philosophical origins were soon forgotten, the 
belief that Europeans held the keys to Asian progress lived on in the myth of "the white 
man's burden".213 
New directions in Oriental studies 
After the Asiatic Society of Bengal was founded in 1784, Marsden became associated 
with research being carried out by British Orientalists in India. In 1784, Jones,214 whom 
Marsden knew, became the first President of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, inviting 
Marsden to become a founding member. Marsden was to correspond and meet with the 
foremost continental philologists, especially Abel Remusat, the pioneer of Chinese 
studies.2 15 Marsden had many contacts at the University of Oxford,2 16 and he received an 
Honorary Doctorate from Oxford, 28 June, 1786,217 for his scholarly achievements.218 
Marsden's later papers published by learned societies reflect the new direction of his 
211 Rayna!, 1777, V. ii, pp. 311-312. This is an example of the "what if" scenario that is the hall mark of 
an "Enquiry". 
212 See Appendix 1, Carroll, 2002, pp. 15-20. 
213 See Hume, (1777)1951, pp. 83-86 (sections 65, 66) on education etc. 
214 In 1783 Jones was appointed Supreme Court Judge in Calcutta. When a young man, Jones, Works, 
1799, V. v, p. 556, gave up his literary ambitions to pursue a career in law: "When 1 have disburdened 
myself of two more literary pieces, which are now in press ... [I] shall confine myself wholly to that branch 
of knowledge, in which it is my chief ambition to excel. It is a painful consideration, that the profession of 
literature, by far the most laborious of any leads to no real benefit or glory whatsoever". 
215 Notably with Abel Remusat, a pioneer of Chinese studies, who died in 1832 and is fondly remarked in 
1834a. He was appointed to a chair at the College de France in 1814 (Schwab (1950)1984, pp. 6, 78). 
Remusat worked on the Chinese and Tartars; see Morrison, 1839, pp. 491, 524. 
216 Marsden, 1796, pp. 222-223, suggests Marsden had been given access to the sixteenth century Seri 
Rama and other texts held at Oxford. Marsden, 183 8, p. 83 footnote: "My friends at the University have 
made me promise I will pay them another visit, at a period of less bustle, when I can enjoy their society 
and rummage in their libraries". Marsden, 1838, footnote p. 84, was offered the use of the University 
Press's Arabic and Malay matrixes to make a new font of type. 
217 Marsden, 1838, p. 66; The Catalogue of graduates, &c ... Oct JO, 1782-0ct. JO, 1792, 1792?, p. 31 
lists Marsden as "created D.C.L." 
218 The entry for Marsden in the Dictionary of National Biography states: "Marsden's literary reputation 
was first assured in 1783 by the publication of his 'History of Sumatra', a work bearing the peculiar 
impress of his mind, 'strong sense, truthfulness, and caution'. It was welcomed in the ' Quarterly Review' 
(!xiv. 99) by Southey as a model of descriptive composition, and was highly praised by other English 
periodicals" . 
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interest. He pioneered work on Islamic and Hindu chronologies, which was a significant 
advance for historians. Doubtless his friendship with Wilkins and Rennell (both 
Indologists) further stimulated his interest in studying Indian languages.219 His 
comparison of all known languages was continuing. Marsden wrote that over Christmas 
of 1790 "I have rioted in the luxuries afforded to my palate, by rare dialects and savage 
vocabularies".220 Other major works in hand included compilation of a Malay dictionary, 
which he described as "the first work of any consequence, I should wish to publish".221 
He had hoped to go to press with the dictionary in 1794, but was delayed until 1812. The 
French edition of the 1783 History appeared in 1788.222 In 1789, he had taken lessons 
from Wailly, the celebrated French grammarian 
not more for the sake of improving my French, than general grammar, as I shall 
have occasion one day to treat the subject myself.223 
He also worked on revising his 1783 Hi.story.224 As a by-product of his work on the 
comparison of languages he commenced compiling a catalogue which was intended to 
cover: 
all dictionaries, grammars, and vocabularies, that have ever been published, with 
the exception of modern cultivated European, and Greek, Latin and Hebrew.225 
In 1789 he was making good progress identifying new material for this catalogue,226 
much of which was on the aboriginal or "wild tribes". 
219 Marsden, 1796, p. 217, quoted in Chapter V. 
220 Marsden, 1838, p. 77, letter dated 16 (26?] December 1790. 
221 Marsden, 1838, footnote p. 72: "but I find it inconvenient to work on this, except in summer, when I 
can rise early and get an hour or two of business done, while the sweeping &c. goes on below stairs - for it 
requires a room to itself, not liable to the disturbance of brooms and dusters". 
222 Marsden, 1838, footnote p. 53: "When visiting a French Palace in the year 1790, a person whom 
accompanied me had the (improper) curiosity to tum up a book that lay open on a table in the King's 
closet, which to my no small gratification, proved to be a volume of that [French] translation [of the 
History]. 
223 Marsden, 183 8, footnote p. 71. 
224 Marsden, 1838, footnote p. 69: "! am correcting the Sumatra whilst Crisp is on the spot to answer an 
occasional question"; footnote p. 70, in January 1788 Marsden: "stood gentleman usher to Crisp, to the 
Royal Society, to which he had been elected the Thursday before". 
225 Marsden, 1838, p. 7 I. 
226 A Catalogue of Dictionaries, Vocabularies and Grammars, and Alphabets, 2 parts London, 1796 
(privately printed). A later catalogue, Bibliotheca Marsdeniana in 1827, was restricted to his own 
holdings. 
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Malay scholarship (and Malay studies) are subsets of Oriental (or Asian) studies 
discourse, and, as Marsden indicated in 1834, despite initially attracting considerable 
attention, philology of island Southeast Asia and the Pacific soon went out of fashion 
because: 
it happened that the richer and more important mine of Sanskrit learning had been 
opened by the labours of Wilkins and of Jones.227 To this the attention of persons 
who took an interest in Oriental studies was almost exclusively directed, and little 
encouragement was given to philological (though much to physical) researches in 
the maritime and less civilised regions of the East. 228 
By the late eighteenth-century, literary as opposed to philosophical humanities studies, 
were rated according to the political status of the appropriate nation. Marsden's 1783 
History gave a clear resume of an eighteenth century "ranking" of nations. Because the 
"Classical" languages (Latin and Greek) basked in the reflected glory of the Roman and 
Greek civilisations, they headed the hierarchy. Arabic and Persian likewise were 
associated with the Arabian, Egyptian and Persian Empires and highly ranked, as was 
Chinese. In the realm of scholarship, all modern languages suffered by comparison on 
both literary and linguistic grounds. In early years of linguistic study: 
a language could be described meaningfully as beautiful or poetic, or harsh and 
unliterary; as rich in sounds and vocabulary (and therefore superior to a language 
possessing a small vocabulary), or as uneuphonic and lexically inadequate; or as 
easy or difficult to learn. 229 
Thus "Classical" languages were regarded as the height of linguistic excellence and 
Asian languages the reverse. Much (Western) prejudice about language mirrored 
attitudes towards peoples and cultures, which created an intellectual hierarchy based in 
part on the pre-eminence of culture and in part on perceived "difficulty" of learning the 
language.230 Before the nineteenth century, it was based in the first instance on 
conservative political and theological considerations.231 Prejudices against modem or 
227 Marsden, l 834a, p. 1: "In January 1784 was founded, by Sir William Jones, the Asiatic Society of 
Calcutta, of which I have the honour of being an original member". 
228 Marsden, I 834a, p. I. 
229 Cannon, 1958, p. 263. 
230 In most English speaking countries, there is, even today, an accepted intellectual hierarchy 
determining relative status of languages. 
231 Posner, 2000, p. 413: "Those who advocated the study of modem European languages, in universities 
as well as schools, had to contend against upholders of the pre-eminence of classical studies, a conflict 
which reflected differing political and cultural predilections". 
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"living" language study per se were secondary232 since in the eighteenth century 
acquiring language skills was not considered part of "real" leaming.233 Despite French 
being the linguafranca and diplomatic language of Europe, French (and other modem 
European languages including English), introduced in Dissenter academies in the 
eighteenth century,234 came to British universities even later than "oriental" languages.235 
In the last years of the eighteenth century, Marsden's relatively low "ranking" of the 
Malay nation among the world's cultures doubtless contributed to undermining the 
prestige of the Malay language. Although respect for the Melaka empire was a 
contributing factor, initially, because Malay was grouped with the Arabic and Persian 
languages, Malay scholarship had enjoyed considerable prestige. Marsden claimed in the 
1783 History acculturation of Arabic words was the characteristic separating Malay from 
related languages.236 By the nineteenth century, relative values placed on "Oriental" 
languages in the British academy virtually paralleled those of the Imperial world (with 
Chinese, followed by Indian languages at the top, Malay (and Javanese) in the middle, 
and with Pacific Island followed by aboriginal or "wild tribe" languages last).237 These 
232 Posner, 2000, p. 413: "Study of living languages was usually thought to involve purely practical 
skills." and in 1868 critics of modern languages in universities noted that modern languages (Posner, 2000, 
p. 415) involved skills: " 'such as would be useful for a courier or a foreign clerk, or a gentleman setting 
out on his first tour of the continent' [and] although 'indispensable accomplishments', modem languages 
do not form 'high mental training' " 
233 Jones, (1788a) 1979, p. x: " I have omitted their [Asian] languages, the diversity and difficulty of which 
are a sad obstacle to progress of useful knowledge; but I have ever considered languages as the mere 
instruments of real learning, and think them improperly confounded with learning itself'. 
234 For the upper classes the French language was taught at home in the 18th century and only later in 
prep schools. Hastings wrote c 1799: "The French language is commonly taught to boys by short lessons in 
the intervals of their attendance in the schools"; see Hastings (1799?) 1929, p. 64 l. French was introduced 
to some Dissenter Academies to enable the reading of French sermons. The academies were in a small way 
pioneers in this area; see Ashley-Smith, 1954, pp. 240-41. 
235 Barber, 1997, p. 639: "The first real university recognition of these [modem European language] 
studies being the acceptance of a French and German option in the pass school, agreed in 1872. Full 
academic recognition was, however, beginning elsewhere, and during the 1860s chairs of modern 
languages were established in Belfast, Dublin and Manchester" . 
236 As discussed in Chapter II, Marsden was yet to consider the possibility of Hindu influences on the 
Malays. As discussed in Chapter IV, an ability to prevail over other cultures was perhaps one of the more 
significant reasons Malay came to identify as a group the people of the eastern Archipelago who were 
followers of Islam. 
237 African languages seem to have occupied a category of their own. The word "African", for example, 
was only included in the SOAS title from I October 1938 (SOAS Annual Report, 1939, p. 12). Prior to the 
decipherment of Sanskrit, Arabic and Persian would have ranked above Indian languages. Persian retained 
its importance as a diplomatic language in India. Arabic had importance in Biblical studies, and as the 
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factors, which had already been important to Marsden's scholarly work in the 1790s, 
were to exert an even more powerful influence on the second half of his scholarly career. 
1795-1807. Marsden was appointed Second Secretary of the Admiralty in March 1795 
following an invitation conveyed by Major Rennell on behalf of Earl Spencer who had 
become First Lord because of a change in the Ministry.238 The Napoleonic War was in 
progress.239 Marsden had some useful qualifications to bring to the office in addition to 
his previous administrative experience. His long trips to and from Bengkulu familiarised 
him with the demands of the sea, and gave him some maritime skills.240 His Bengkulu 
experience was also of use in connection with naval ordnance241 as was his detailed 
knowledge of England's southern coast. 242 He was in office for the critical years of the 
Napoleonic wars and witnessed the mutinies first of the Channel Fleet and then of the 
North Sea Fleet, and worked to achieve the Trafalgar Victory. 243 In 1804 he became First 
Secretary. This office was in the hands of the Treasurer and one of the highest in the civil 
service: "an Act of 57th of George III ... fixed the official rank of First Secretary next 
language of the "western Mahometans" (Marsden, 1811, p. 346), which phrase appears to have been used 
as an equivalent to " the Middle East". 
238 Marsden, 1838, p. 85. 
239 France had declared war in February 1793. 
240 Marsden, 1838, p. 6; during his sea voyage to Bengkulu, Marsden observed the officers using: "the 
method, then recently coming into practice, of ascertaining the longitude of the ship's place". The Captain 
was not a convert and long before they sighted Bengkulu "his track led him into the continent of New 
Holland". He also knew at first hand that scurvy could seriously weaken the crew; see Marsden, 1838, p. 
38. and of the problems of sailing in convoy, Marsden, 1838, p.35. 
241 Marsden, 1838, p. 106. 
242 Marsden, 183 8, p. 81 , said of his trip along the Channel coast: "The local knowledge thus acquired 
proving to me in the sequel, of the utmost official utility". 
243 Banks may have been a role model for Marsden. Banks was unusual in his time because he dissociated 
himself from any political interest or hint of it (O'Brian, 1997, pp. 204-205), and for this reason Banks felt 
obliged to refuse the Order of the Bath when offered in 1794(O'Brian,1997, pp. 249-50). Because of his 
known lack of interest, his assessments of people and his recommendations may have been more influential 
than otherwise, and he may have played a part in Marsden's appointment to the Admiralty. Marsden was 
similarly proud of being non-political, to which he owed his long term ofoffice, which spanned a number 
of ministries and governments. Marsden, 183 8, p. 87: "Without finding it necessary to interfere in 
questions of party-politics, I carried on the business with the entire confidence of successive 
administrations; at the same time my strong personal attachment to my friend Lord Spencer was perfectly 
understood". On the other hand it also prevented him from taking the steps which might have secured him 
a knighthood to recognise his contribution to the Trafalgar Victory; see Marsden, 1838, p. l 19ff. For 
details of Marsden 's appointment to the Admiralty; see Marsden, 1838, footnote p. 108 and p. 97. 
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before the Secretaries of the Treasury and above the Under Secretaries of State" .244 He 
retired from public life on 24 June 1807 because of ill-health.245 
As a member of the Royal Society, Spencer was acquainted with Marsden and with his 
work as Vice President.246 Earl Spencer sponsored Marsden for election to the Literary 
Club in 1799,247 one the most exclusive clubs in London. Marsden was also concerned 
with founding the Royal Institution.248 In 1802, when still Second Secretary, he was 
actively participating in scholarly forums, including the Africa Association (of which 
Banks and Spencer were members) and published a number of items, including 
"Observations on the language of Siwah".249 His most significant scholarly step was to 
purchase a collection of Oriental coins in 1805.250 
1807-1834. Marsden's published scholarship fell within the ambit of Oriental studies. 
Originally Marsden had greater ambitions, but after retirement his energy was re-
directed. Scholarly interest had, as described above, by the 1800s passed from the 
Archipelago to the Indian subcontinent.251 London was host to the some of the foremost 
European philologists.252 While he was interested in a (monetary) return for his efforts, 
Marsden would never publish unless he could contribute to the advancement of 
244 Marsden, 1838, footnote p. 108. 
245 Marsden, 1838, pp. 131-32, 162. He retired from the office of Secretary of the Admiralty on a pension 
of £1,500 pa. He voluntarily gave up this sizable pension in 1831 at a time of national difficulty. This was 
mentioned in Parliament. 
246 Marsden, 1838, footnote p. 7 1. 
247 Marsden, 1838, pp. 92-93. It was doubtless on the basis of the History of Sumatra that Marsden was 
elected although he was also known to be a writer of poetry and circulated some of his work after he 
returned to London. Grose and Brand (whose collections he used) also were poets. Dalrymple, who was 
also a poet, published one ofMarsden's poems without permission; see Marsden, 1838, p. 17. 
248 Marsden, 1838, p. 96. The Royal Institution still functions today. It was founded to pursue the physical 
sciences and is not to be confused with the London Institute which eventually became the first home of the 
London School of Oriental Studies. 
249 It was translated into French by Langles; see Appendix III. 
250 Marsden, 1838, p. 114: "In September 1805, I made the purchase, in London, ofa collection ofCufic 
and other oriental coins that .. . had been formed at Constantinople by Sir Robert Ainslie, when he was 
English ambassador to the Porte. This formed the nucleus of a more extensive oriental cabinet gradually 
accumulated". 
251 Marsden, 1834, p. 1, quoted in Chapter V. 
252 Marsden's contact with Continental scholars is discussed in Chapter V. 
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knowledge.253 He completed a number of the major projects begun before 1795254 
including a revised edition of the History of Sumatra, his Malayan Dictionary, 255 and his 
Malayan Grammar.256 The establishment of the East India Training College at 
Haileybury and the British interest in Java appreciably expanded the potential market for 
these works. 
The 1811 History, although a much more ambitious production257 than the earlier 
editions, was also much more practical, and focussed on the colonial audience and its 
needs rather than scholars whose interest had turned to India. The uncertain political 
situation had been resolved by 1785 and Britain's commitment to Bengkulu was no 
longer under any imminent threat. Now a generously pensioned ex-civil servant, 
Marsden remained in touch with political opinion and he was confident that the Malays 
had been accepted as a "suitable" subject people. Furthermore, the additional 
information he had gradually acquired was usually supplied by men who were much 
older, and therefore, although more experienced, were perhaps more conservative than 
he had been in 1783.258 Since 1783, Marsden had enhanced his cartographic skills,259 
doubtless through long personal and professional association with Dalrymple, the first 
253 Marsden, 1838, p. 153, with respect to his abandoning his comparative language project: "in matters 
of philology, as well as in other departments of literature, the object of public taste is novelty". 
254 Marsden, 1838, p. 139, "My chiefliterary occupation [between 1808 and March 1810 when the "first 
sheet went to press"] was in preparing a new edition of the History of Sumatra which had been for many 
years out of print". Marsden, 1838, p. 143-44: "The first proof sheet of my Dictionary of the Malayan 
Language was received from the printer on 2 lst March, and the last on 11th October 1811. On the 24th of 
that month I corrected the first sheet of the Grammar, and both works were published in the early part of 
the next year". 
255 Originally Marsden, I 838, footnote p. 66, had intended to use the Clarendon Press type fonts, but was 
able to use Wilkins' type fonts. 
256 Marsden, 1838, p. 143, for the Dictionary and Grammar: "The impression was large, and, 
unfortunately for my labours, the extensive possessions conquered from the Dutch, where Malayan is 
spoken, were gratuitously restored to them, and my sale contracted" . 
257 It was planned as a two volume work, with the second volume being an atlas of plates. This followed 
the precedent set by Staunton's Authentic Account, said to be the most beautiful English hand-printed 
book. 
258 Marsden, 181 I, p. vii: "the duties of an official situation occupied for many years the whole of my 
attention. During that period, however, I received from my friends abroad various useful, and, to me at 
least, interesting communications, which have enabled me to correct some inaccuracies, to supply 
deficiencies, and to augment the general mass of information on the subject of an island still but 
imperfectly explored''. 
259 See Appendix XVI for Marsden's 1783 Map and his 1811 map. B.W. Andaya's comments on the 
1811 were quoted above. 
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Admiralty hydrographer, and Rennell who was also a cartographer.260 Marsden was also 
able to call on the artistic skills of his wife and sisters-in-law for botanical drawings261 to 
complement other images he had been collecting for the new edition.262 Although interest 
in botany may have waned after 1800,263 Marsden was alive to the unexploited 
commercial potential of Sumatra's soil and natural products, matters of concern to his 
new and less scholarly audience. Thus he greatly expanded his sections on pepper 
cultivation and continued to ignore purely local activities such as keeping of silkworms 
and the production of silk yam. 
Chinese and Malay interests 
Two new projects brought Marsden much international and scholarly attention. His 
Travels of Marco Polo (1818) and his Numismata Orientalia Illustrata (1823, 1825) 
once again placed him at the forefront of scholarly pursuits of an historical nature. 
Marsden undertook his (much admired) translation of The Travels of Marco Polo only 
because it was a trustworthy text. He rejected all suggestions that he would translate 
other authors whose veracity he doubted.264 Marsden only turned to disseminating Malay 
literature very late with a translation of a contemporary work, Memoirs of a Malayan 
Family. After returning from Sumatra Marsden had remained in touch with 
developments in the Pacific and Archipelago through his East India Company and 
Admiralty contacts, including Crisp and others at Bengkulu. When retired from public 
life, Marsden kept in touch with men working in the East, especially those interested in 
260 Rennell was to draft the map for Marsden's Travels of Marco Polo. 
261 See Appendix III. 
262 Gallop, 1995, p. 94, notes that in the early 1800s Marsden obtained drawings from Sumatra by 
Chinese artists; 35 are now held by the British Library. 
263 King, 1985, pp. 128-29. Banks wrote in a letter, 6 August 1808: "I cannot say that Botany continues to 
be quite as fashionable as it used to be. The inunense number of new plants that have every year 
accumulated seems to deter people from making collections as they have little hope of making them perfect 
in every branch". 
264 Marsden, 1838, footnote p. 149: "After the publication of this commentary [The Travels of Marco 
Polo], it was suggested to me by different friends, that the same degree of labour might advantageously 
employed in elucidating the Travels of Sir John Mandeville and Peregrination of Fernando Mendez Pinto, 
- to which I expressed a decided objection; being convinced that the characteristic of both is the entire 
want of good faith or intentional veracitv". 
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its languages. Stamford Raffles, who was always accounted a friend,265 was a regular 
correspondent from his first posting in Penang.266 Marsden had contact with missionaries 
working in the Malay Peninsula and at Bengkulu: Rev. R. Smirke Hutchings, of Penang, 
and the Rev. W. Robinson, of Bengkulu.267 
Marsden kept up his (political268 and linguistic) interests in China and continued to 
collect all the major linguistics publications in the field. 269 The Stauntons, father, Sir 
George Leonard (1737-1801) and son, Sir George Thomas (1781-1859), were friends of 
Marsden. He was particularly close to the younger270 who was a noted Chinese scholar 
and friend of Robert Morrison (1782-1834), the first Protestant Missionary to China, 
whose colleague William Milne (1785-1822) had, under Morrison's supervision, 
established the London Missionary Society and a Press at Melaka. Morrison knew of 
Marsden's work through the younger Staunton.271 Marsden was familiar with the LMS's 
work at Melaka and listed some of their Malay publications in his bibliography.272 The 
265 Raffles named his second son Stamford Marsden Raffles. He was born 25 May, 1820 and died 4 
January, 1822, see "Genealogical Tree of Sir Stamford Raffles", Loh, 1997, p. xi. It is evident that 
Marsden lent or gave Raffles' letters to Sophia to use in her Memoir. 
266 Ross, 1922, p. 531, Marsden acquired a collection of Malay correspondence addressed to Captain 
Francis Light and Captain James Scott of Penang. Selections are given, Marsden, I 812b, pp. 137-157, in 
the Praxis ofMarsden's grammar. 
267 Marsden, 1834, footnote p. 2. 
268 Marsden, 1838, (editor's) footnote p. 174, indicates that among the last letters he was able to write was 
one to Staunton in which he referred to the political situation in China and the East India fleet. 
269 See Marsden, 1827, pp. 172-182. Morrison's works are listed p. 86, (5 titles) Staunton, (5 titles) p. 
121 -122. 
270 Marsden, 1838, (editor's) footnote p. 73, from George L. Staunton, quoted above; Marsden, 1838, 
(editor's) footnote, p. 174, quotes from George T. Staunton's letter to Elizabeth when lending her 
Marsden's letters: "my late revered friend ... never took up his pen in vain" 
271 Morrison, 1839, p. 523: "Ma1U1ing promises some Chinese philological works, and also an account of 
his journey to Java, but I am not very confident of the public being very soon gratified with the result of his 
labours. He is, however, much employed, I believe with his Chinese friend, and is well able to produce a 
work of interest in its way. Mr Munden [i.e. Marsden}, the historian of Sumatra, is publishing an 
interesting work connected with Chinese history, a translation with notes of Marco Polo. Montucci 's 
comparison between his Dictionary and yours will serve to amuse you. The Journal de Savants has 
reviewed your Dictionary very respectfully, and not withstanding a few strictures, acknowledge its superior 
excellence". 
272 Marsden, 1827, p. 125, "Thomasin, (Hendrick), Alphabet and Syllabarium in the Malayan Language 
and Character, Malacca 1818, 12mo, and ditto, A Discourse in the Malayan Language and character, 
professing to have for its text the 6th verse of the 1 lth chapter of Paul's Epistle to the Hebrews. (By H.T.) 
Printed at Malacca 1818, 12mo."; p. 239, "1 818. Sundry small Malayan Tracts, chiefly religious, Printed 
by the Evangelical Missionaries at Serempore, Malacca, and Bencoolen, in the years 1818 to 1823"; p. 
181, listed 6 of Morrison's publications on language, including his Dictionary in three parts, published 
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LMS Anglo-Chinese College was established at Melaka by Morrison and Milne. 
Staunton was patron of the College. The College was established after the failure of the 
Amherst Embassy indicated that China would remain closed to Protestant missionaries. 
Initially it was intended only as a seminary to prepare missionaries for China. 
The Anglo-Chinese College at Melaka was the first teaching institution in British-held 
Malay Lands to offer an education to the locally-born. Milne found, to his dismay, that 
the substantial "Chinese" population was well integrated into the Malay-speaking 
community and had "lost" their cultural heritage. 273 He therefore expanded the College's 
original aims to incorporate making the Mel aka Chinese literate (in Chinese) as well as 
Christian converts.274 Although Malay was included in the curriculum275 English was 
taught as the new linguafranca.216 The College brought Western notions of scholarship 
to Melaka and inspired its pupil-employee, Abdullah Munsyi, who became the first 
modern Malayan scholar.277 Abdullah Munsyi's Hikayat, published in 1843, first 
articulated notions concerning Malay Language and literature that were to become 
central to Malay studies.278 Abdullah Munsyi was associated with the Mission from its 
inception in 1815, as Malay tutor to Milne, in their printery, and with the College when it 
was established in 1819. His first hand experience of a Western academy undoubtedly 
inspired his ideas on the importance of Malays studying their own language. One of his 
1815, 1819; p. 240, "1821 Malay Magazine for the months of January, April, August, and October, 1821, 
and for January and April 1822. Printed at Malacca. 8vo." 
273 Lucius, 1820, p. 265: "The [Chinese] children being accustomed to speak the Malay languages in their 
own houses, learn with greater difficulty the Chinese at school" . 
274 The part Malay Chinese of Melaka would have been no more acceptable in China than an Englishman. 
Hiney, (2000)200 l, p. 199: "The ... problem for the mission . .. was that not a single pure Chinese person 
had been persuaded to enrol at the Malacca college ... Such converts, as the converts knew better than 
anyone, would never be taken seriously in racially proud China". 
275 There had been no mention of teaching Malay in their initial February 1818 draft of their curriculum, 
but it appeared in the October version. See General Plan of the Anglo-Chinese College, Malacca, October, 
1818, pp. [ 1 )-3. (Bound into The ANU copy of the Gleaner, V. I, following p. 2 17): "6. To native 
students, the English language will be taught, geography, history, arithmetic, and such of those branches of 
learning, or science, as time may afford, together with moral philosophy, Christian [sic] theology, and 
Malay". 
276 Among those who had retained knowledge of their mother-tongues so many dialects were represented 
that they could not be treated as a single congregation. The principal dialects were "Fokien" and 
Cantonese; see Lucius, 1820, p. 269. 
277 Carroll, 1999b, pp. 92-129. 
278 Carroll, 1999b, pp. IOI-102, 118;Carroll, 1999a,pp.172-177. 
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themes was the need for Malays to preserve their language and idiom, to value their 
literature and defend their own scholarship.279 
Seemingly innocuous but far reaching decisions arose more from Western cultural 
attitudes than from exigencies of the local situation. When Milne determined to re-
educate the "Chinese" of Melaka and used English as a lingua franca he laid the 
foundation for future Straits Chinese dominance in the Peninsula and began a process 
that underlined and defined racial and cultural differences. The divisive forces unleashed 
when the missionaries devised their re-education program were not to be reversed. China 
and its civilisation commanded enormous respect in Europe. Milne also responded to 
nineteenth century ideas of "racial purity", a theme that Marsden's work on Sumatra had 
anticipated over a quarter of a century earlier, and to the lesser reputation oflslam and 
more particularly (as discussed above) Malay civilisation. When the future of the 
College was in doubt after Milne died in 1822 Raffles procured the transfer of the Malay 
faculty to Singapore. Although he intended that it should be one of three departments or 
Colleges of his (ill-fated) Singapore Institution and Marsden was numbered among the 
trustees,280 Malay, the language of the country, was not to be given primacy.281 Western 
belief in Chinese cultural superiority was reinforced by British administrative 
arrangements. For example, in Penang (and later the Straits Settlements), mainland 
Chinese legal practice was introduced for the expatriate community with the application 
of George Thomas Staunton' s Chinese Code (published 1810) within the British judicial 
system.282 
279 Carroll, 1999a, pp. 169-1 74. 
280 Raffies, 1830, Appendix p. 79. 
281 Raffles, 1830, Appendix p. 75. There were to be three departments, a scientific, a Chinese and a 
Malayan. The Malayan department included Malay, Siamese and Archipelago languages; see Raffles, 
1830, Appendix p. 79. 
282 M.B. Hooker, 2002, p. 96, (and note 3 p. 128); p. 104ff. 
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Dr Johnson disparaged the Chinese language, 283 and China had detractors284 in the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Yet China's considerable political force and 
the longevity of her empire285 still evoked wonder that had powerful resonance.286 The 
Chinese language, on account of its difficulty and out of respect for Chinese civilisation, 
enjoyed considerable status, which it retained even after Europeans revised their opinion 
of China in the later nineteenth century. 287 Religious controversy over the virtues of the 
"heathen Chinese" brought China into prominence in Europe. According to Voltaire: 
In the seventeenth century, ... almost nothing was known of the Empire, but by 
1769 it was possible to say that China was better known than some parts of 
Europe itself.288 
Although there had been a few Chinese scholars at Oxford and Cambridge, Chinese 
studies in Europe were in a state of decline. After 1800 the efforts of Milne and 
Morrison brought about a (temporary) revival in Britain, further discussed in Chapter 
V.289 The University of Glasgow awarded doctorates to both Robert Morrison and 
William Milne for their published work on Chinese language. Although Chinese was 
taught in mid-nineteenth-century Oxford, it was only as a non-examination subject. In 
1837 Morrison's Chinese Library was donated to University College, London, 
conditional upon Chinese being included on the curriculum.290 
283 As is obvious from Boswell's comments in the following (June 1783). Boswell, (1791)1951, p. 242: 
"Johnson called the East-Indians barbarians. Boswell "You will except the Chinese, Sir?" Johnson "No, 
Sir" .. . Boswell "What do you say to the written characters of their language?" Johnson, "Sir, they have 
not an alphabet. They have not been able to form what all other nations have fonned." Boswell. "There is 
more learning in their language than in any other, from the immense number of their characters." Johnson. 
"It is only more difficult from its rudeness [i.e. primitiveness]". 
284 Jones, I 792?c, p. 286: "Europeans have ever spoken of them in the extremes of applause or censure . 
... The truth perhaps lies, where we usually find it, between the extremes". 
285 Rayna!, 1777, V. i, pp. I 03-04: "The great Albuquerque .. . conceived a high opinion of a nation 
whose very sailors had more politeness, a better sense of decorum, more good nature and humanity than 
were at that time, to be found among the European nobility". 
286 (British) East India Company trade with China greatly increased, bringing tea, porcelain, silks etc. 
287 Smith's unsympathetic characterisation of China was also a little in advance of its time. (Sinophobia 
did not replace Sinophilia until around the second decade of the nineteenth century.) 
288 Cummins, 1962, V. i, p. ci. 
289 Unlike the French, there was no British missionary in China until the arrival of Robert Morrison in 
1806. Although Schwab, (1950) 1984, p. 66, dates the revival of Chinese studies in Europe from the 
publication of Remusat 's Essai sur la langue et la litterature chinoise in 1811, G.T. Staunton's Chinese 
Code appeared in 1810, and Robert Morrison was already well advanced with his dictionary. 
290 Hale, 1929, p. 119. Harrison, 1979, p. 190, quoted in Chapter V. The poor standard of teaching of 
Chinese in London tertiary institutions in the late 1800s was to be the catalyst that led to the creation of the 
London School of Oriental [and African] Studies. 
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After The Travels of Marco Polo, Marsden's next publication was his Numismata, 291 
which appeared in 1823 and 1825. He was greatly assisted in this work by his wife 
Elizabeth (daughter of his long time friend and contemporary Wilkins) whom he married 
on 22 August 1807, and who shared his interest in oriental coins. Marsden continued to 
support learned societies.292 Until the founding of the (Royal) Asiatic Society (RAS) in 
1823, the Society of Antiquities and the Royal Society were the two principal London 
forums for scholarly discussion of "Oriental" matters. Banks is said to have been very 
sensitive to any threat to the Royal Society, and to have discouraged establishment of 
rival scholarly organisations.293 The long delay in founding the Society may well be laid 
at Banks' door,294 but the demise of The Anglo-Chinese Gleaner after Milne's death in 
1822 may have been a factor. 
In 1827 Marsden issued his second printed philological bibliography and the following 
year began his Brief Memoir, apparently always intended for posthumous publication.295 
In 1830, Marsden's Memoirs of a Malayan Family was published by the RAS Oriental 
translation fund.296 One major project was left outstanding. Marsden had done an 
enormous amount of work according to a very ambitious plan297 for his comparison of 
291 Not only assisting with identification of coins and inscriptions, but also producing all the drawings 
upon which the 57 engraved plates were based; see Marsden, 1869, p. iii. 
292 For a list of Marsden 's public activities see Appendix II 
293 O'Brian, 1987, pp. 280-281. Until Banks' death in 1820, the trend towards area specialization in the 
Royal Society was deferred. 
294 Marsden, 1838, footnote pp. 155-56: "From Mr Wilkins I have heard of a meeting at Mr Colebrooke's 
(this day), for the purpose of discussing the plan of a society in London, similar to the Soc. Asiatique of 
Paris, I endeavoured to effect it twentv years ago. and renewed the attempt upon Mr Colebrooke's coming 
to England. but without encouragement to proceed". More fully quoted in Chapter V. 
295 Marsden, 1838, p. 1: "what I now commit to writing is not intended to appear in judgment for or 
against me, until such a period shall elapse as may remove any objection to what might be thought a 
premature statement of cotemporary [sic] incidents". 
2% Beckingham, 1979, p. 35. The Oriental Translation Fund was established by the RAS in 1828. The 
Prospectus stated that its object was: "to publish, free of expense to the Authors, translations of the whole 
or parts of such works ... generally to be accompanied by the original texts printed separately". 
297 Marsden, 1838, pp. 151-152: His list of " forty or fifty words of the most plain and obvious meaning" 
he "subsequently had printed in the most convenient form for distribution and for filling up by intelligent 
travellers, as well as from books of voyages and travels already published. Having methodised these 
specimens in classes of language, and placing the derivative after their respective primitives, in the order 
of affinity, my intended plan was to annex to each a brief analysis of its structure, and to point out its 
peculiarities of idiom, as well as its analogy, more or less remote to other tongues. This arrangement of the 
matter I judged to possess advantages over the alphabetic system, in which repetitions or frequent 
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languages project during the years 1780 to 1795 and had corresponded with and 
collected data from scholars all around the world. He decided against proceeding, 
however, when a number of compilations were published by continental scholars:298 
the ground I had marked out for my operations was pre-occupied; and although my 
plan was not entirely superseded ... I perceived likewise that in matters of 
philology, as well as in other departments of literature, the object of public taste is 
novelty. 299 
In 1834, responding to requests from his Continental, and especially French, philologist 
colleagues Marsden published a subset of the work he had done for the larger project 
spelling out the linguistic theories first advanced in tabular form in his "Remarks" and 
complemented his narration with Comparative Vocabulary Tables summarising research 
to date on languages "from Madagascar to Easter Island", and from the Ganges to 
Taiwan.300 It was published as On the Polynesian and East Insular Languages, one of 
three monographs collected under the title, Miscellaneous Works. 301 
Shortly after Miscellaneous Works appeared, Marsden suffered a further stroke which 
affected his ability to write.302 Before he died in October 1836 Marsden made a number 
of scholarly dispositions. He donated his coin collection to the British Museum in 
references would be unavoidable, whilst any convenience attending the latter might be found in a 
circumstantial index". 
298 Marsden, 1838, pp. 152-3: "Whilst I was yearly adding to my collections, and looking forward to 
additional contributions, many works successively made their appearance that more or less partook of the 
nature of my plan, and had the effect of anticipating my object. These were, principally, the ' Vocabularia 
comparativa Petripolitana' of the Empress Catherine, under the management of Professor Pallas, of which 
the first part appeared in 1786, and was sent to me in the name ofher Imperial Majesty: the 'Vocabulario 
Poligloto', and other philological tracts of the Abbe Lorenzo Hervas, compiled from the papers of Jesuit 
missionaries, and printed in 1787: the 'Pantographiae,' edited by Edmund Fry (a type-founder) in 1799; 
... : the 'Conspectus Bibliotheca glotticae universalis, operis quinquaginta annorum' ofC.T. de Murr, in 
1804: "and especially the elaborate and instructive 'Mithridates' of J.C. Adelung, continued by the learned 
J.S. Vater, of which the first part was published in 1806, and the last in 1817". 
299 Marsden, 1838, p. 153. 
300 Marsden, 1838, footnote p. 169, letter dated Edge Grove, 9th November, 1832: "I have ... been 
working very hard for the last three weeks, on the dry subject of the Polynesian languages; which some 
other persons also are at work upon. But my materials were chiefly collected long since, and I thought it 
not right that they should be thrown away". 
301 Marsden modified Dalrymple's phrase "oriental Polynesia" taken from de Brosse's "Polynesia'', 
(Dalrymple, 1770, V. i, p. xv) and used in his Oriental Repertory, and called the language Polynesian. It 
became known as Malayo-Polynesian and also as Austronesian. This is more fully explained in Chapter II. 
302 Marsden, 1838, (editor's) footnote p. 174, refers to: "the latest period of his [Marsden's] being able to 
write", which appears to have been the first quarter of 1835. 
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1834,303 and in 1835 his library of books and manuscripts to King's College, London.304 
Finally, although Marsden had, with great restraint, noted that while he and Crawfurd 
may have agreed on facts, they did not agree on their interpretation,305 he sent John 
Crawfurd "a copy of his Dictionary corrected in his own hand, and two valuable word 
lists". 306 
303 Marsden, 183 8, p. 169, donated his collection, then unique, to the British Museum in 1834. 
304 Marsden's library included the (unpublished) Endeavour notebooks compiled by Banks, Monkhouse, 
Parkinson and Solander in its MS material, see Banks (unpublished), NLA Microfilm ofSOAS MS 681. 
Miss Murray Brown, Assistant Librarian, recorded: "Marsden's collection of printed books dealing with 
Oriental languages and literature covers practically the whole field of Oriental learning ... it is certainly a 
representative collection of what had been written on these subjects up to the time ofMarsden's death in 
1836", see Murray Brown (unpublished), SOAS File 45, MS 226830, letter dated 9 August 1926. 
305 Marsden, l834a, p. 12: "In regard to facts, indeed, our differences are unimportant; but in general 
conclusions drawn from them, as to the basis of language we are entirely at issue" . 
306 Crawfurd, 1852, V. i, [p. vii], the "two valuable word lists" had been sent to Marsden by "the Rev. Mr 
Hutchins [sic], of Penang, and by the Rev. Mr. Robinson, of Batavia and Benzole". 
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Chapter I: The eighteenth century background 1 
"Those fertile and populous regions within the torrid zone, which are now known not only to yield their 
own inhabitants the necessities and comforts of life, with most luxurious profusion, but to communicate 
their superfluous stores to the rest of the world, were supposed [by the ancients] to be the mansion of 
perpetual sterility and desolation". Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 21. 
This chapter explores some elements of eighteenth-century British discourse that formed 
the contextual framework for Marsden's "Remarks" paper and his History of Sumatra. 
The chapter moves beyond Marsden's personal circle to the wider metropolitan 
intellectual environment, outlining features that facilitated development of a European 
"scientific gaze". This is followed by a discussion of ways traditional European views of 
"Malay'', the popular term for the peoples of the Archipelago current in Marsden's day, 
were modified by Enlightenment philosophies. These philosophies include development 
of the "other" as an object of discourse, dissemination of Linnaeus' taxonomy, notions of 
rationality, and of "national character" and the "laws of climate". Traditional prejudice 
about Islam, another feature that influenced European understandings of "Malay", is 
briefly summarised as is the "treacherous Malay" stereotype. This is followed by an 
examination of ideas that radically altered metropolitan understandings of "Malay" . The 
Pacific explorers' role as the "linguistic pioneers" who provided some of the linguistic 
and anthroplogical data for Marsden's new linguistic theories is discussed, as are 
Robertson's new insights into the nature of humankind in general and "savages" 
triggered by Pacific discoveries of the 1760s and 70s. 
Early eighteenth-century philosophical discourse in Europe centred on the history of 
humankind and the advent, and nature, of civil society. An interest in social questions 
which had prompted re-examination of encounters with the New World was given even 
greater impetus by the Pacific discoveries. Yet while the themes remained constant, 
many questions were open to debate. Throughout the Enlightenment, as Robertson 
remarked (and Adorno was to elaborate): 
1 In this chapter of the thesis words in bold indicate text used in common by two authors. In this thesis 
Europe and European include Great Britain and Ireland: otherwise the Continent is used. James I was 
crowned " King of Great Britain", but the Act of Union was 1707. 
Contradictory theories have been proposed with equal confidence, and uncommon 
powers of genius and eloquence have been exerted in order to clothe them with an 
appearance of truth. 2 
Much eighteenth century scholarship was essentially responding to or exploring 
implications of the variety in human condition witnessed in Asia, the New World and, in 
the later half of the century, the Pacific. The appearance of Linnaeus' Systema Naturae3 
in 1735 signals a paradigm shift away from social class as the primary organising 
mechanism that was reinforced by Blumenbach's 1795 De Generis Humani Varietate 
Nativa. 4 Linnaeus' taxonomy provided a framework which essentialised received 
knowledge. The strengths and weaknesses of Linnaeus' work typify the "new" 
knowledge where both "rational" and irrational facets of the contemporary world view 
are melded into an apparently seamless and "scientific" whole. Before Marsden 
enunciated his theories, the generally accepted determinants of nationality were 
language, custom, and location. Although nineteenth-century ideas of racial superiority 
seriously threatened the European practice of finding ways of equating "the other" with 
their own world,5 Europe's was in the eighteenth century an essentially class conscious 
world,6 where gradations in society were more important than skin colour. 7 
Creating British images of Malays and Malay lands 
2 Regarding the theories on the peoples of the New World. Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 287. See also 
Adorno, ( l 944) 1997, p. 83, who summed up this feature of the 18th century world as follows: "The 
difficulties in the concept of reason caused by the fact that its subjects, the possessors of that very reason, 
contradict one another, are concealed by the apparent clarity of the judgements of the Western 
Enlightenment". 
3 Systema Naturae per regna tria naturae .. . , usually translated as General System of Nature. 
4 Usually translated as: On the Natural Varieties of Mankind. 
5 Darwin, (1871)1875, p. 141: "The western nations of Europe, who now so immeasurably surpass their 
former savage progenitors, and stand at the summit of civilisation, owe little or none of their superiority to 
direct inheritance from the old Greeks, though they owe much to the written works of that wonderful 
people". 
6 Cook, 1968, p. 399: "The Natives of New-Holland .. . may appear to be some of the most wretched 
people upon Earth, but in reality they are far happier than we Europeans ... They live in Tranquillity which 
is not disturb ' d bv the Inequality of Condition". James Cook was at best middle-class, whereas Banks, who 
was a wealthy landowner, gave a more qualified assessment that stressed "Poverty". 
7 Cannadine, 2001, p. 8: "The Enlightenment brought about a new, collective way of looking at peoples, 
races, and colours, based on distance and separation and otherness. But it did not subvert the earlier, 
individualistic, analogical way of thinking, based on the observation of status similarities and the 
cultivation of affinities, that projected domestically originated perceptions of the social order overseas". 
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Eighteenth century British (and French) were predisposed to a more inclusive notion of 
who was Malay and where Malay lands were to be found than is generally accepted 
today. As background to examining their perceptions of "Malays" and Malay character 
this section discusses some ideas about the Malay world the eighteenth century 
inherited.8 The three following sections turn to philosophical and scholarly perceptions 
pertinent to European ideas of the East current before 1783. 
During the Enlightenment, Europeans identified individuals according to country of 
origin and assumed they shared language, customs and (usually) religion.9 Considering 
that India and Indian could apply to the entire region and inhabitants from the 
subcontinent to Easter Island, 10 or even from the Americas west to Madagascar, the 
degree of consensus on the use of "Malay" as an identifier is significant. Much of 
continental Europe's political map was a patchwork of small princedoms whose 
inhabitants' "race" may have differed from their sovereign's. A tidy alignment of 
language, religion, and custom or Jaws that characterizes the familiar but later notions of 
the nation-state was notably absent. Europeans were familiar with petty rulers of ill-
defined polities, with complex overlapping loyalties and affinities. Nevertheless 
"national" stereotypes existed. In the sixteenth and seventeenth century European 
encounters with North American tribes had been translated, especially by British and 
French scholars, in terms of their own social organisations, a practice they extended to 
Asia, where again: 
a carefully graded hierarchy of status, extending in a seamless web from chiefs and 
princes at the top to less worthy figures at the bottom 11 
8 As noted in the Introduction, Dutch ideas were not well disseminated among the British elite. 
9 Cf. Barnard, 200 l, p. 331. Greenfeld, ( 1992)2003, p. 12: "national identity is often perceived as 
reflecting components of"ethnicity" such as language, customs, territorial affiliation, and physical type". 
Greenfeld, (I 992)2003, p. 30: "The radical shift of attitude which was expressed in the [European) 
application of the word "nation" to a people, and which in more than one way signified the beginning of 
the modem era, was already under way in the 1530s". 
Jo Hobson Jobson, ( 1903) 1994, p. 435: "Indian ... from being applied as a matter of course, to the natives 
of the islands supposed of India, discovered by Columbus .. . came to be the familiar name of all the tribes 
between (and sometimes even including) the Esquimaux of the North and the Patagonians of the South". 
JI Cannadine, 2001, p. 6. 
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appeared to parallel their own society. Before the late eighteenth century,12 despite 
considerable knowledge of the area13 there was little scholarly differentiation of the 
region stretching east from the Cape of Good Hope to the west coast of America all of 
which could be as described "East India". 14 "All the islands between the Cape of Good 
Hope and Japan" 15 could be called the "East Indies" or just India. 16 
By the eighteenth century, British and French writers accepted a broad understanding of 
Malay. 17 Their notion of "Malay" encompassed the Archipelago, (usually called the 
Malay Archipelago) and the Peninsula. 18 This generalisation made the Archipelago from 
"Atcheen Head to New Guinea" more comprehensible to a metropolitan audience. 19 
Expatriate Europeans, aware of the multiplicity of national groups, but encouraged by 
the predominance of "Malay" culture, found the broader term for the peoples of Malay 
lands a convenient way of describing non-negrito peoples, who spoke Malay or any 
related language, had a distinctive way of life, and were Muslim. Throughout Marsden's 
12 Jones, ( 1788) 1979, V. I, p. ix: "Asiatic appears to be both classical and proper, whether we consider 
the place or the object of the institution, and preferable to Oriental, which is in truth a word merely 
relative, and though commonly used in Europe, conveys no very distinct idea". 
13 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 7: "Monancabo and Barros, [were] countries in the island of (:amatra 
[Sumatra]. At the time of our coming to India, the sea coast was divided into twenty kingdoms. Beginning 
at the most western point, and thence going round by the north, the first is called Daya; and those which 
follow in order, are, Lambrij, A chem, Biar, Pedir, Lide, Pirada, Pacem, Bara, Daru, Arcat, lrcan, Rupat, 
Tulumbaum, Andoliz, Piriaman, Tico, Barros, Quinchel and Mancopa, which is in the neighbourhood of 
Daya and Lambrij aforementioned - Vincente le Blanc. Printed 1660" . 
14 Rayna!, 1777, Vi, pp. 32: "[By] the general name of East India is commonly understood that 
immediate tract ofland which lies beyond the Arabian sea, and the Persian empire". 
15 Hamilton's A New Account of the East Indies, 1727, was described on the title page as covering "most 
of the Countries and Islands of Commerce and Navigation, between the Cape of Good Hope and the Island 
of Japon (sic)". 
16 Hobson Jobson, (J 903)1994, p. 434, regarding India and Indies: "in the 'dark ages' the name is 
sometimes found to be synonymous with Asia, "Europe, Africa and India", forming the three parts of the 
world ... [A] conception of a twofold or threefold India [dating from Virgil] ... has given ... the nations of 
Europe the vernacular expressions in plural form which hold their ground to this day". 
17 See Sutherland, 2001, pp. 398, 400, 418-419, on "ambiguity of the Malay" supports this broader 
understanding of"Malay". Based on a combination of a "popular" notion of lineage, manners and custom, 
language and religion. Sutherland argues that 18th century Malays had a: "supra national or transcendent 
identity rooted in the cultural and commercial traditions ofMelaka and Islam". (Sutherland, 2001, p. 419) 
The VOC was working to extinguish this. 
18 On the eve of the twentieth century, the Malay Peninsula continued on British maps to be shown 
extending from Phuket to Singapore. 
19 Forrest, 1779, p. 7, made references to "the Malay countries"; and "Malay region", pp. 13 , 81, 111 ; and 
defined the Malay lands as "stretching from Atcheen-Head to New Guinea", e.g. pp. 168, 191. 
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time at Bengkulu and for a considerable period thereafter European writers used 
"Malay"20 in a broad sense to cover any or all Malayo-Polynesian or Malay speaking 
peoples of the Malay Archipelago.21 Language, literature and religion were regarded as 
categories shared by all Malays who: 
might be Minangkabau or Moor,22 from Johor, Patani or Banjarmasin. These 
specific origins could be subsumed into Malayness, the very essence of which 
was its supra-local character23 
That a Malay "empire" had spread from Melaka across the Archipelago was widely 
believed in eighteenth-century Europe. The very pervasiveness of the Malay language 
and culture24 and, as discussed in chapter IV, the attitudes of the Malays themselves, 
provided powerful justification for this conclusion.25 
Europeans had the impression from an early date that "Malays" and the "Malay" 
language were widely distributed in island Asia. As described in this chapter's epigraph, 
the East was equated with luxury. Europe valued the Archipelago for its spices, and as a 
source of emeralds and gold.26 Melaka, with its natural advantages as a port, was 
20 
"Malay" in this sense just meant the people of the Malay Archipelago. Few scholars and fewer of the 
general public in Europe had first hand experience of the Malay Archipelago. Until Raffles produced his 
History of Java, I 817, illustrated by an artist who had travelled in the East, there was no point in 
differentiating the more civilised peoples of the archipelago for an elite European audience. It is 
noteworthy that Raffies' images used clothing as the primary means of distinction and there was no 
differentiation of physical type. 
21 The "Malay Archipelago" was agreed to extend from Sumatra to New Guinea, and to include all the 
islands to the north lying between the Malay and Indochina peninsulas. Marsden, 18 I 2b, p. l 
22 Sutherland, 200 I , p. 401 : " the ' Moors', or Indian Muslims". 
23 Sutherland, 2001, p. 418. 
24 Poivre, ( 1768) 1818, p. 40: "The inhabitants of all these islands [of the archipelago], those at least upon 
the coasts, are the same people; they speak almost the same language, have the same laws, the same 
manners"; cf. Poivre, (1768) 1818, p. 54: "Tous Jes habitants, au moins ceux des cotes de ces Iles, sont un 
rneme peuple; ils parlent a-peu-pres le meme langage; ils ont Jes memes loix & Jes memes moeurs". 
25 Cf. Drakard, 1999, pp. I 8, 35. Although some twentieth-century scholars regard eighteenth-century 
assessments of the Malay-Melakan Empire as delusory, it should be recalled that this was a comparative 
judgement and that Europe was the poor relation of Asia and that the British Empire, for example, 
although so called was a very insecure and fragile entity in the eighteenth century. See Frank, 1998, p. 53: 
"The world economy continued to be dominated by Asians ... until about 1800. Europe's relative and 
absolute marginality in the world economy continued, despite Europe's new relationship with the 
Americas". See also Frank's Chapter 2, "The Global Trade Carousel 1400-1800" . 
26 The philosopher Leibniz ( 1646-1 716) suggested the Ottomans should be challenged because, "Jn fact 
everything exquisite and admirable comes from the East Indies ... Learned people have remarked that in 
the whole world there is no commerce comparable to that of China. (Leibniz 1969: vol 5, 206)". Quoted 
Frank, 1998, p. 11. 
6 1 
therefore recognised as a centre of considerable power.27 Marco Polo provided early 
European reference to Malayu as a name for a people and territory, but his Travels, 
despite the evidence of Albuquerque28 and Kaempfer,29 were, in the eighteenth century, 
still regarded as fabulous. 30 Portuguese familiarity with "Malay" as the language of the 
region dated at the latest from the early sixteenth century and their contact with Melaka. 
Malay traders were thought to have settled in Madagascar about 2000 years before3 ' 
Magellan set out on the 1519-1522 expedition that was to circumnavigate the world. He 
took a Sumatran Malay as his personal servant. Pigafetta, a surviving member of 
Magellan's expedition, collected his vocabulary from Maluku in 1521 and from Malay 
slaves in Portuguese employ.32 When he encountered the Malay language used on Tidore 
it could be confidently identified, but whether it was called bahasa Melayu by a Malay is 
unclear. 
27 Dalboquerque, (1774) 1880, p. 84ff. He reported on the advantages of the port and its attractions for 
trade from east and west. p. 88: "One may well and truly say that Malaca, in point of fact, and merchant 
trade, is the most extensive place in the world". Poivre, (1768) 1818, p. 40 quoted in text below. 
28 Raynal, 1777, V. i, p. 104: "Mark Paul, a Venetian, who had travelled to China by land, had given a 
description of it which was looked upon as fabulous. It corresponded, however, with particulars since 
transmitted by Albuquerque". 
29 Kaempfer, ( 1690-1692), 1727, V. i, p. xx vi, notes that Marco Polo's account is "tolerably good". 
Kaempfer, (1690-1692), 1727, V. i, p. xxvii: "there is one remarkable event mentioned by Marco Polo . .. 
[that] proves, in a very strong maimer, the veracity of this writer". 
30 The Travels of Marco Polo, 1818, p. 597. Valentyn consulted Marco Polo. Marsden's gloss on the 
location of tanah Melayu in the Travels follows Valentyn; Marsden wrote, p. 598: "Tanah Malayu [and in 
Jawi], the Malayan Land" seems always to have been applied emphatically to that part of the country 
where the original establishment was formed, which is now included in the kingdom of Johor [and in 
Jawi]. From the name of their first city, the straits formed by an island, which lies close to the extreme 
point of the land, obtained the appellation of the straits of Singapura or, vulgarly, Sincapore". 
31 Kaempfer, 172 7, V. i, p. 83: "John de Barros in his Decades, and Fla court in his History of Madagascar 
assure us, that the language spoke by the Inhabitants ... is full of Javan and Malagan [Malayan] words, as 
remaining proofs of the trade and commerce, which these two Nations, about 2000 years ago the richest 
and most powerful of Asia had carried on with Madagascar, where they settled in great numbers" . 
Marsden, 1834a, pp. 78-79, however, was cautious: "That such may have been their commercial 
adventures cannot be questioned, but nothing like original, native authority for the fact has yet been 
discovered ... The whole is a matter of inference and conjecture only. Early travellers, perceiving that the 
language of Madagascar bore an evident resemblance to that of the eastern islands, concluded that this 
must have been the consequence of Malayan migration or intercourse, and speculative writers have relied 
upon these opinions as authorities". 
32 Although Pigafetta's travels were published shortly after his return, his word lists, omitted from many 
editions, were not to attract the attention of linguists until the 1890s. See Bausani, 1960, p. 230, and see 
Bausani, 1960, p. 248, for a list of editions of Pigafetta's travels. The ms with the word lists was not 
discovered until the eighteenth century. Bausani's rigorous linguistic work has corrected doubtful readings. 
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Although Europeans knew in the early 1700s33 that indigenous texts challenged the 
primacy of Mel aka' s claim as the original home of Malays, this did not invalidate either 
European or Malay belief that Melaka was the birthplace of the Malay empire.34 For both 
Malays and Europeans, their conception of Melaka was historically important to 
formulating their notion of "Malay''. Portuguese historians, such as Joao de Barros and 
F.L. de Castanheda,35 circulated accounts which described Melaka as a great emporium. 
Despite the fall of Mel aka to the Portuguese in 1511, Malays from distant corners of the 
Archipelago including Mindanao, Borneo and the Maluku habitually referred to their 
Melaka heritage. Notions of Malayness so successfully promoted through court texts 
were of potent cultural value in the "real" world. For immigrant Malays in pre-nineteenth 
century Makassar: 
Being 'Malay' was an important element in both self-definition and ascribed 
status, associated with a supra-local or transcendent identity rooted in the 
cultural and commercial traditions of Melaka and Islam. 36 
Malay settler communities continued to trace elite status through links with their 
Peninsular Malay origins.37 Not all were from Melaka; some were from polities whose 
dynasties boasted descent from the Melaka court. Migrant Malays continued their 
distinctively Malay culture in their adopted countries and if the Dutch colonial powers 
asked Malays to define their constituency, this was often done on the basis of dress and 
33 The Dutch scholars, Valentyn and Wemdley, reported that "origin" accounts in indigenous literature 
claimed that Malays from Sumatra had settled the Peninsula. It appears from discussion in Marsden 
(1812b)J 984, p. iv, Marsden, 1811 , p. 326 and Marsden, l 834a, p. 15, that the Dutch findings may not 
have been universally accepted in Britain. This is more fully discussed in Chapter IV. 
34 Montesquieu appears not to have used (or perhaps been aware of) Valentyn's Oud en Nieuw Oost-
Jndien, 1724-26. This deprived Valentyn's work of the publicity that those quoted in Montesquieu 
received. Knowledge of his work may have initially been limited to an audience of linguists (such as 
Richardson, who cited Wemdley for example, and whose Dictionary Marsden, 1827, p. 120, obtained). 
Although Valentyn's work was used by Alexander Dalrymple and Thomas Forrest it was not until nearly a 
century later that the publications of John Leyden and Marsden among others brought recognition of his 
scholarship into the British scholarly sphere. 
35 Marsden, 1834a, pp. 78-79. 
36 Sutherland, 2001, p. 419. The quotation continues: "This was true in Goan Makassar, and also under 
the Dutch. In the pre-conquest polity, where commerce was central and Islam flush with patronage and 
military success, Melaka refugees and Malay merchants were welcomed, and wealthy newcomers married 
into leading local families". 
37 Matheson, 1979, p. 360, also suggests there was a degree of relaxation of former strict exclusiveness 
where she writes: "Particularly before the 1511 expulsion from Malacca, [Melcryu] was reserved 
exclusively for those descended from Sumatran-Palembang forebears, and [who] thus were close to the 
SiGuntung-Melayu dynasty''. Matheson, 1979, p. 370, notes that by the eighteenth century "exclusiveness" 
had been modified. (Quote given in full in Chapter TV.) 
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religion.38 Thus, "membership of the club" depended on conformity to commonly agreed 
codes of practice. A "transcendent [Malay] identity"39 commanded respect across the 
Archipelago and, whether or not "migrant Malays" could claim descent directly from the 
dynasty, their Malayness was undoubted. As discussed in Chapter IV, links with Melaka 
regulated status within their own communities, but being Malay established their 
communities' identity vis-a-vis "outside" groups. Persistent reference to their Melaka 
heritage by Malays from far flung corners of the Archipelago is significant because it 
reinforces the validity of eighteenth century European reports of a strong Malay 
influence and pervasive Malay presence throughout the Archipelago. Although lineage in 
the specialised meaning of Melaka-Melayu is but one of many applications of the words 
Malay and Melayu,40 it would appear to have relatively little to do with the majority of 
those who chose to call themselves "Malays". It is, however, far from irrelevant to an 
inclusive interpretation of eighteenth-century Malay identity. Then as now there were 
multiple or different criteria for being a "Malay", which varied according to social class 
and particular circumstance. 
Whether it came from the Iberian Peninsula or from travellers, knowledge about Malays, 
garnered in the main about "maritime Malays", percolated into northern Europe 
relatively slowly.41 While Europeans classed all brown-skinned straight-haired people in 
these regions, and in the Peninsula and islands in its close proximity, as "Malays", a line 
was drawn at including Nicobar and Andaman and some other islanders to the west of 
38 Sutherland, 2001 , p. 400, in Makassar in the 1560s: "the term Malay covered all those who wore a 
sarong sash, such as men from Pahang, Patani, Champa, Minangkabau and Johor". 
39 Sutherland, 200 I, p. 419, a Makassar who referred to himself as: "A Malay of Makassar descent". 
40 There are obviously a multitude of possible applications for words which are both nouns and 
adjectives. 
41 Crawfurd, (1856)1974, p. 250: " Maritime Malays" were regarded by the Portuguese as one ofthree 
classes of Malay, and described by De Barros as a "vile people, whose dwelling was more on sea than on 
land," and who "lived by fishing and robbing." Crawfurd also divided the Malays into the same three 
classes. Crawfurd, (1856) 1974, p. 250, also noted: "The sea-gypsies are to be found sojourning from 
Sumatra to the Moluccas .. . usually known as the orang-laut" . Marsden excluded this group from his 
definition of Malay. 
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the Peninsula.42 Dampier's description of the islanders' lifestyle includes many 
apparently Malay-Polynesian features, but since they were not recognisably Malay 
speakers, they were disqualified by the important feature of language.43 On the eastern 
side of the Peninsula, however, Kaempfer, in the late seventeenth century, passing up the 
coast on a trip from Batavia to Siam, landed at "Pulo Timon" (Tioman Is) off the east 
coast of the Peninsula and unhesitatingly described the inhabitants as "Malays",44 as did 
Captain Byron in 1765.45 FranyoisValentyn's discussion of"origins" of the language 
reveals the confusion over nomenclature that was to characterise scholarly discussion. 
He recorded that, in accepted parlance, (non-negrito) people of the Peninsula were called 
Malay as was the territory they inhabited.46 Valentyn concluded that Malays numbered 
among orang di bawah angin (people below the wind), but implies they were only one 
of the nations so called. Similarly he made no claim that the phrase orang atas angin 
(people above the wind) referred exclusively to Arabs, "but that these two nations are the 
most renowned, the most ingenious and the most civilised" so called.47 Afonso 
Dalboquerque had interpreted these phrases as merely directional,48 an interpretation 
42 Situated north of Acheh. Boden Kloss, ( 1903) 1995, pp. 215-7. He suggested that the original 
inhabitants were a group of"primitive Malayans" known as Shorn Pen. 
43 Dampier visited the Nicobars and Andamans in May 1688. He was acquainted with Malay seamen 
from Acheh. Of the Nicobarans Dampier, (1697), 1703, V. i, p. 479, wrote: "Their language was very 
different from any that I ever heard before; yet they had some few Malayan words, and some of them had a 
word or two of Portuguese". Boden Kloss, (1903) 1995, p. 258 detailed the characteristic raised houses, 
which had also been noted by Dampier (Boden Kloss, ( 1903) 1995, p. 4 79) and which Dampier had 
likened to the "Mindanayans ". 
44 Kaempfer's writngs were known to Valentyn. Kaempfer's History of Japan, 1727 was first published in 
English. Kaempfer, 1727,V. i. p. 5: "Puli Timon [sic] is one ofthe largest Islands situate near the Eastern 
Coasts of Malacca. It is subject to the King of Johor, who resides at Siperka upon the Continent of 
Malacca". 
45 Hawkesworth, V. i, 1773, p. 125: Commodore Byron visited "Timoan" in late 1765 and "found the 
inhabitants, who are Malays, a surly insolent set of people. As soon as they saw us approaching on shore 
they came down to the beach in great numbers, having a long knife in one hand, a spear headed with iron 
in the other, and a cressit or dagger by their side. We went on shore, however, notwithstanding these 
hostile appearances, and a treaty soon commenced between us". 
46 Valentyn, (1724-26) 1884-1890, p. 63: "It is my opinion that the Malays got their first name from the 
river, and that they have given the name afterwards to several coasts and countries where they have 
settled". 
47 Valentyn, (1724-26)1884-1890, p. 52 (Translation ofV. 5, p. 310, of the Dutch). Valentyn also 
reported that the phrase refers to direction and hence to geographical location. "Whether they have been 
thus called after the country, or whether the country has been called after them, will be shown by and by". 
48 Dalboquerque, (1774) 1880, V. iii, p. 84: "the inhabitants of Malacca call those of India people of the 
West, and the Javanese, Chinese, and Gores [from Ryukyu], and all other of those Islanders, people of the 
East". Dalboquerque 's interpretation refers to direction from a particular point of reference. 
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discussed in Chapter IV. Poivre, who had travelled in the region, described Melaka49 as 
the seat of a formerly great Malay nation and an empire50 whose sway would command 
respect in any period: 
The nation was once one of the greatest powers, and made a very considerable 
figure on the theatre of Asia .... From time to time they sent out numbers of 
colonies, which, one after another, peopled the islands of Sumatra, Java, Borneo, 
the Celebes or Macassar, the Moluccas, the Philippines, and those innumerable 
islands of the Archipelago, which bound Asia on the east, and which occupy an 
extent of seven hundred leagues, in longitude from east to west, by about six 
hundred of latitude, from north to south. 51 
For eighteenth-century Europeans, flourishing Malay communities found dotted around 
the Peninsula and Archipelago, evidence of diplomatic exchanges and the continued 
vitality of Malay culture links across such a vast region, apparently were sufficient to 
confirm the ongoing, but reduced, potency of the empire. Thus Poivre wrote of it as a 
Malay (not Melakan) empire, and in the present tense: 
Is it not somewhat singular that this nation, whose possessions are so 
extensive, should scarce be known in Europe?52 
and credited the eighteenth century Malay nation with a considerable and ongoing 
influence throughout the Archipelago. The eighteenth-century implications of an empire 
in a state of decline are discussed below. Thomas Forrest, also long experienced in these 
waters,53 provided firsthand evidence of Malay settlements remarkably extended across 
the Archipelago when he described the crew of the Tartar galley for his New Guinea 
expedition as: 
49 The existence of large cities was an important sign of progress beyond the "infancy of civil life''. 
Robertson, 1777, V. ii, pp. 267-268, quoted in footnote to Chapter IV, and Robertson, 1777, V. ii, pp. 322-
23: "Until men are brought to assemble in numerous bodies, and incorporated in such close union, as to 
enjoy frequent intercourse, and to feel mutual dependence, they never imbibe perfectly the spirit, or 
assume the manners of social life". 
5° Chapter IV discusses opinion of contemporary Sumatran Malay informants about Melaka Malays. 
51 Poivre, (1768)1818, p. 40; cf. Poivre, (1768) 1779, pp. 53-54: "Le peuple qui l'habitoit formoit une 
puissance considerable, & jouoit un role brillant dans I' Asie; ii couvroit la mer de ses vaisseaux, & faisoit 
un commerce immense. II avoit apparemment d'autres loix que celles qui le gouvernent aujourd'hui. II en 
est sorti en differents temps une multitude de colonies, qui ont peuple de proche en proche Jes Iles de 
Sumatra, de Java, de Borneo; & Celebes ou Macassar, des Molucques, les Philippines & !es Isles 
innombrables de tout cet archipel, qui borne I' Asie au Levant, & qui occupe environ 700 lieues en 
longitude de !'Est a l'Ouest, sur 600 en latitude du Nord au Sud". 
52 Poivre, ( 1768) 1818, p. 40; cf. Poivre, 1779, p. 54: " II est assez singulier que cette nation, qui occupe 
une partie aussi considerable de la terre, soit a peine connue en Europe". 
53 Forrest, 1792, p. 94: "I have, besides the eighteen country voyages in India, made four voyages from 
Europe thither". 
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mostly Malays, or [that is] natives of those islands that lie east of Atcheen 
Head.54 
Raynal (who had no local experience) accepted that Melaka had been from the mid-
thirteenth century the seat of a great Malay empire, and the home of a powerful dynasty 
until it was expelled by the Portuguese. Raynal, like the Malays, emphasised the 
enduring cultural legacy of the Mel aka connection: 
This remarkable [Malay] people had conquered a large Archipelago, well 
known in the east by the name of the Malayan Islands. The numerous colonies 
that were transplanted thither, carried with them their laws, their manners, 
their customs, and, what is something more, the softest language in all Asia. 55 
Rayna! probably gave metropolitan Europeans a misleading sense of the Malay nation as 
a formidable political presence and possible military power. The scientific gaze of the 
Pacific explorers initiated a more analytical view of languages and peoples. They 
brought considerable experience to their assessments, made in the light of focused study. 
Joseph Banks56 and Sydney Parkinson, draughtsman with the Endeavour expedition, 
both formed similar views of the collective nature of general terms for the peoples of 
Batavia. Parkinson57 wrote: 
Under this name [Malay] are comprehended many sorts of people ... all speak 
the low Malay, though their languages are different in their respective 
countries.58 
Nevertheless inclusive ideas of Malays and Malay lands persisted in the British 
establishment well into the second decade of the nineteenth century.59 The following 
54 Forrest, 1779, p. 7: "the crew, who were mostly Malays, or natives of those islands that lie east of 
Atchen Head: several were Bisayans, that is, natives of the Phillippines [sic], and were Christians; some 
were Magindano and Molucca Mahometans, vassals and slaves to Tuan Hadjee; two were from Bencoolen 
and Pulo Nays, and three were lndostan sailors (lascars)". To avoid trouble between European and local 
crew there were only two British seamen. 
55 Rayna!, 1777, Y. i, p. 92. 
56 Banks, 1963, V. ii, p. 124, had already commented on his greater attention to physical difference since 
his Pacific experience regarding the Australian aborigines. Quoted in full below. 
57 Sydney Parkinson (1745?-1771) was Joseph Banks' draftsman on the Endeavour voyage. 
58 Parkinson, 1773, p. 178, seems to be saying that Malay superseded or displaced their native languages: 
"Under this name are comprehended many sorts of people, who come from Sumatra, Amboyna, Banda, 
and Ceram. Those that come from the coast of Malabar (sic), are distinguished by their slimness and 
complexion, which is jet black. The Orang Bougees, or such as come from the island of Celebes, are 
remarkable for their fine black hair; and those from Timor are pretty black: These. with all others from the 
Eastern isles, are, in general, called Malays; and all speak the low Malay, though their languages are 
different in their respective countries. Most of them have flattish noses, and are in general, short: the 
women, especially, are very small". Banks also spoke of the generalised name for the Muslim peoples of 
Batavia as "orangslam" [sic]. This will be discussed further below. 
59 Raffles in 18 I J was officially commissioned Governor of Java to serve in "the Malay States". 
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endeavours to explain why such a coherent discourse on the Malays could emerge from 
so little knowledge. 
The "other" as an object of Enlightenment discourse. 60 
Exploration provided the "shock of the new" for the Enlightenment world. Returning 
travellers, traders, explorers and missionaries challenged the intellectual status quo and 
precipitated a new phase of Asian scholarship. Differences, dramatic in their range, 
multiplicity and dispersion, required explanation.6 1 The de-stabilising effect of 
encounters with difference, begun with the discovery of the New World in the 1400s, 
culminated in the later seventeenth and the eighteenth century, in a comprehensive 
upheaval of existing elitist patterns of knowledge "making". Universities were no longer 
the prime sources of European knowledge on Asia.62 Hitherto, new knowledge had been 
incorporated into mediaeval categories upon which the then schools of the university 
were based, but the presumption that knowledge was exclusively controlled and oriented 
to support the revealed truth of Christianity was being seriously questioned for the first 
time in European experience. New discoveries stimulated philosophers and writers like 
Montesquieu in France and Warton in England who began to reassess received ideas 
about the history of their own political and legal systems. The wonders of Asia could no 
60 Late twentieth-century scholars, particularly orientalists, have assumed that there is and always was an 
"other" . Orientalists have traced the notion of the "other" to the notion of barbarian in Roman times, the 
assumption being that there is a clear and continuous line ofrransmission from classical times to the 
"present" day. The fiction of a clear and continuous line of transmission (in the West) from classical times 
to the "present" day even 18th century scholars would have questioned. This is in part an illustration of the 
ongoing strength of 18th century notions rediscovered in classical sources. A group of scholars who 
preceded Said and the Orientalists were already addressing the notion of the "other". Their work has been 
described by Ryan, 1981, pp. 519-538. They had noted that in the I 6th and 17th centuries "the manners 
and customs of exotic peoples excited few" and were marvelling at this apparent " lack of interest". Ryan, 
1981, p. 523, argues that "The assimilation of new worlds ... involved their domestication", or, in other 
words, a process of taming the exotic. 
61 Foucault, 2000, p. 238, under-estimated the magnitude of changes that, g lacier-like, had been under 
way for more than a century when he said: "What came into being ... was a miniscule but absolutely 
essential displacement, which toppled the whole of Western thought: representation had lost its power to 
provide a foundation". 
62 Marshall, I 986, p. 551: "By the eighteenth century the role of the universities as educators of Europe 
about Asia became a minor one, as merchants, missionaries and travellers produced their accounts, not 
only of the Middle East, but oflndia and China, and as philosophers incorporated such accounts into their 
speculations". 
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longer be discounted as "fabulous".63 Although the pendulum of economic power had 
began to swing from East to West China retained universal respect as an enduring 
imperial power and was renowned for her commercial expertise64 and her prudent and 
compassionate social policies.65 China's culture (and agricultural economy) came to be 
perceived as stagnant66 and issues such as infanticide came into greater prominence.67 
The new "geography" that empowered (middle-class) scientific-explorers in the first 
place, and "science" generally, was to transform the intellectual world of the universities 
and academies of Europe. Montesquieu's philosophies, which helped found a British 
discourse on Asia, were to perpetuate and sanction stereotypical views of Asia that 
ensured them a life beyond the Enlightenment. These ideas included notions about the 
prevalence of despotism, tyranny, piracy, feudalism and slavery in the East. 
In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries "the manners and customs of exotic peoples 
excited few [European observers]''.68 "Exotic" customs were "domesticated" or 
normalised by being equated with Western manners and customs, either existing or 
ancient, and especially with Greek or Roman "pagan" practices. This lingered as a habit 
in eighteenth-century discourse when, for example, explorers coped with describing their 
daily exposure to the sight of naked savages: 
63 Schwab, (1950)1984, p. 133: "the first to disembark had no doubt they were in heathen lands, and they 
anticipated only the fabulous ... The profusion of myths, the odd practices, increased substantiaily in their 
eyes through a prevalence of popular sects which reinforced their expectations of barbarism. The same 
persistent yearning for doctrinal purity that they encountered in their students added to their impatience to 
equate all sorts of spiritual principles with biblical monotheism". Schwab, (1950)1984, p. 138: " it was 
hoped that [India's) magic tradition would prove to be a corruption of the universal primitive revelation". 
64 Markley, 2004, pp. 178, 181, and I 82 especially. 
65 Such as her provision for famine relief described by Rayna!, 1777, V. i, p. I 15: "[a proportion of public 
revenue] is laid up in the magazines against times of scarcity, when the people receive what they had lent, 
as it were, in times of plenty". 
66 Hobson, 2004, pp. 190-218, discusses the Chinese origins of British industrialisation. Hobson argues 
that Chinese ideas and technology were largely responsible for the rise of the West. 
67 Rayna! , 1777, V. i, p. 116: It would be impossible to account for the want of population in some parts 
of China . .. if it were not known, that . . . a great number of children are destroyed soon after they are born 
.. . [others] are barbarously robbed of their sex". 
68 Ryan, 1981, p. 519. 
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in the person of every native of Tanna or Mallicollo, we thought we beheld a 
living representation of the terrible divinity, who protected the orchards and 
gardens of the ancients.69 
Western scholars looking at ways "assumptions and mental habits of observers" shaped 
their vision of the "other" have assumed that peoples of earlier times were obtuse 
because they gave so little weight to cultural (and therefore racial) difference, rather than 
it being a feature of later times that they gave it so much. Apparent "lack of interest" on 
the part of early sixteenth- and seventeenth-century scholars is not, however, indicative 
of lack of curiosity, but rather of different priorities. Their scholarly task comprised 
consolidating and adding to a received body of knowledge. Early Enlightenment 
epistemology still required "new" knowledge to be adapted (or domesticated) so that it 
merged seamlessly into old.70 However great the difficulty, scholars attempted to graft 
Classical and Christian traditional knowledge on to the results of contemporary evidence 
or experience. 71 Otherwise the exotic would have destroyed the harmony of their 
'holistic' approach.72 Historians were concerned more with retelling what was known 
and relating new to old than with the new per se. 73 
69 Forster, 1777, V. ii, p. 277; p. 275, describes hair dressed in quill-like queues: "the wearer strongly 
resembles a river-god''. Forster, 1777, V. ii, pp. 382-3: "They were very stout, tall, and in general well 
proportioned; their features mild, their beards and hair black and strongly frizzled ... A little piece of 
brown cloth, made of the bark of a fig-tree, which is sometimes tucked up to the belt ... scarcely deserved 
the name ofa covering, it seems indeed not to be intended for a veil ... ,and in the eyes of Europeans 
would be reckoned obscene rather than decent. Every inhabitant of the island, therefore, like the natives of 
Tanna and Mallicollo, was an ambulant figure of the Roman Garden-God''. See also Bougainville, 1772, p. 
249, quoted below regarding the Tahitians who could have been models for figures of Hercules or Mars. 
70 Such practices had their antecedents in the "commonplace" book of manuscript tradition and were only 
feasible when the sum of wisdom was comparatively small. See Ong, 1971, pp. 76-81, 277 
71 Sweeney, 1987, p. 49. 
72 Ryan, 1981, p. 523: "If the new worlds attracted comparatively little attention, if they provoked no 
intellectual crisis, if they remained on the periphery of European vision, it may have been because the 
process ofassimilation tended to rob them of their difference and blunt the force of their impact" . 
73 Foucault, 2000, pp. 130-1 3 1: "Until the mid-seventeenth century the historian's task was to establish 
the great compilation of documents and signs ... His existence was defined not so much by what he saw 
but what he retold, by a secondary speech." This " retelling" was only beginning to fall into general 
disrepute by the 1770s. Robertson, 1777, V. i, pp. xv-xvi: "All those books and manuscripts I have 
consulted with that attention, which the respect due from an author to the Public required; and by minute 
references to them, I have endeavoured to authenticate whatever I relate. The longer I reflect on the nature 
of historical composition, the more I am convinced that this scrupulous accuracy is necessary .... He who 
delineates the transactions of a remote period, has no title to claim assent, unless he produces evidence in 
proof of his assertions. Without this, he may write an amusing tale, but cannot be said to have composed 
an authentic history. In those sentiments I have been confirmed by the opinion of [Mr Gibbon]". 
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By the late 1700s, European discourse was already promulgating the superiority of 
Western society and its values. The nature and history of humankind was an area of 
philosophical debate. The weight of Judaeo-Christian belief inclined towards theories 
that accounted for differences within a single species. Early in the eighteenth century, 
focus on original or ancient religions74 amongst peoples of Asia and the New World75 
was displaced by (or transmogrified into) a search for the origins of humankind and the 
first language. 76 This preoccupation at first resonated with an ongoing need to affirm that 
all men were brothers but, at the same time, questioning of whether homo sapiens was a 
single species was to raise new biological and ethnographic issues many of which still 
remain unresolved.77 Europe's culture was committed to a belief that humankind 
descended from a single tribe, therefore a discourse of East and West, oflocating "the 
other", flourished because differences needed to be accounted for in some rational 
manner. Paradoxically, as knowledge increased, present-day Eastern peoples were 
undermined in Europe's estimation, while their ancient civilisations were elevated. 
Among tenets of eighteenth-century philosophical discourse relevant to scholars of the 
East and to those who wished to solve the puzzle of the "varieties of man"were notions 
of "progress", "decline" and "ranking" of nations; 78 the "organic society", "national 
character" and "laws of climate". 
74 Ryan, 1981, p. 529: There was a "tendency to compare - if not confuse - ancients with exotics .. . the 
difference between an American Indian was clear to everyone, ... but it was not nearly so important as the 
things - gods, superstitions, rituals, artifacts - they had in common. Establishing that commonality was the 
first step towards assimilation''. 
75 Schwab, (1950) 1984, pp. 146-147, p. 147: "On ... fragile foundations Calmette, in his letter of 
September 17, 1735 based his scheme to prove to the Hindus that their belief was not different, "for the 
unity of God, the characteristics of the true God, of salvation, and of the judgement, are all in the Vedas" 
but " like flecks of gold-dust in piles of sand". See also Schwab, (1950)1984, p. 133 quoted in a footnote 
above. 
76 Ryan, 1981, p. 536, argues that the dependence upon paganism and Satan as a means of making the 
information from the new and classical worlds acceptable lessened and "The search for the ancient 
theology ceased to be a priority". Richardson, ( 1777, V. i, p. viii) recommended abandoning attempts to 
construct the Biblical chronology according to secondary accounts of Eastern history in favour of reading 
the originals for the "lights which Eastern languages and literature may throw upon ancient history and 
mythology". 
77 See also Appendix I, for Carroll, 2002, pp. 12- 13. 
78 These concepts will be discussed in Chapter III. 
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The Enlightenment world was intensely interested in "causes" and discovering how the 
world arrived at its present state. The "laws of climate" were eighteenth-century 
environmental theories that helped account for "varieties of man". Notional division of 
the world into climatic zones (frigid, temperate and torrid) had classical origins. The 
"ancients", ignorant of the "true state of the globe'', had thought that human kind would 
only be found in the temperate zone of the northern hemisphere. 79 The concept of an 
organic society provided an explanation for the progressive "improvement of man" that 
could explain differences pertaining in social organisation and development within a 
single species.80 A savage tribe was interestingper se, but as societies they were, in 
effect, predecessors of every "refined" society of Europe and Asia.8 1 Conversely, their 
stage in the evolutionary cycle was believed to place them close to "original" tribes and 
hence to reveal the "essential" nature of (unrefined) humankind. Social progress was 
envisaged as a four stage process82 considered to begin with hunter-gatherers, usually 
described.as "savages" followed by nomadic shepherds, herdsmen and cultivators 
79 Robertson, 1777, V. i, pp. 20-21. 
80 Robertson, 1777, V. I, p, 268: "Disposition and manners [of a people] are formed by their situation, and 
arise from the state of society in which they live. The moment that begins to vary, the character of the 
people must change. In proportion as it advances in improvement their manners refine and their powers 
and talents are called forth". See also Blainey, ( 1988) 1989, pp. 13-22; on p. 13 he writes: "In Denis 
Diderot's Encyclopaedia of 1751-72, ' the progress of the human mind since the renaissance' was simply~ 
fact to be explained. not a fact to be disputed". 
81 Metaphorically speaking, savage tribes were regarded as "infants" who would need to "grow up" 
before they could qualify as "polished societies". 
82 Although John Locke (1632-1704) developed his "subsistence" theory, using biblical evidence, as an 
explanation for the laws of property and inheritance, Montesquieu, (1748) 2002, V. i, Book XVIII, sect. 
11, p. 276; V. i, Book XVIII, section 13, p. 277) had already written on "subsistence". Locke, 1764, pp. 
230-231, sect. 43: "land that is left wholly to nature ... is waste ... it is labour then which puts the greatest 
part of value upon land, without which it would scarcely be worth anything". Later British philosophers 
detected intimations of their theory in the classics as well as the bible. Locke's theory of civilisation based 
on sources of livelihood, or "modes of subsistence" (to use William Robertson 's phrase) was taken up by 
Hume among others and later Adam Smith and Robertson. One of the earliest exponents to have achieved 
a clear exposition "of the 4 great stages in the acquisition of property and wealth" was John Millar of 
Glasgow University in Origin of Ranks, 1771 , (Meek, 1976, footnote p. 166). See also Meek, 1976, pp. 
160-173. Similar theories were evolved in France around the same period. The theory appears to have 
been in part a refutation of Rousseau, who was criticised by Robertson, for example, for being among 
those who were (Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 286): "Too impatient to inquire, they hastened to decide; and 
began to erect systems, when they should have been searching for facts on which to establish their 
foundations". Specifically, Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 287: "other philosophers have supposed that man 
arrives at his highest dignity and excellence long before he reaches a state of refinement; and, in the rude 
simplicity of savage life, displays an elevation of sentiment, an independence of mind, and a warmth of 
attachment, for which it is vain to search among members of polished societies*. They seem to consider 
that as the most perfect state of man which is the least civilized". [*Rousseau]. 
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described as "barbarians".83 Next came settled agrarian communities. They were highly 
regarded but ranked below communities where agriculture was combined with 
commerce.84 
Linnaeus and homo sapiens 
In their quest for order, eighteenth-century philosopher-scientists turned to classification 
as a means of organising knowledge gathered by empirical enquiry. Linnaeus' (1707-
1778) system was the latest addition to Enlightenment schemata. He created a new 
discourse because his redefined priorities changed the way people described and 
discussed objects of natural history, and because he included Man in his schema, as 
homo sapiens (or wise man).85 His taxonomy of the human species gave a new and 
powerful emphasis to ideas of hierarchy already present in the Judaeo-Christian thought 
world while reinforcing certain long held (racial) stereotypes. Nevertheless, certain 
stereotypes needed rethinking. Considerable energy was expended on scholarly re-
assessment of cultures inherited as a result of the Tartar and Muslim invasions, including 
the aftermath of the Roman Empire and the advent of feudalism.86 Feudalism was an 
important mark of progress because with it was linked a relatively advanced state of 
agrarian life associated with landowning and settlement (as discussed below). One 
scholar wrote that feudalism: 
83 Although in some schemata these stages were thought to co-exist. Montesquieu implied notions of 
progress and superiority (and hierarchy) when he articulated his system in descending order of size of the 
code of laws (on the assumption that the bigger the code the more refined or civilised the society) required 
for each type society according to "manner in which the several nations procure their subsistence": by 
"trade and navigation'', "cultivating the earth", "flocks and herds" and "hunting". Montesquieu,(1 748) 
2002, V. i, Book XVIII, sect. 8, p. 275. 
84 The influence of this schema was very long lived, and particularly its equation with the presumed 
evolutionary path of human society. It was espoused by Logan, 1847, pp. 12-13, in describing the 
progressive stages of the peoples of the Malay Peninsula (hunter-gatherers, husbandmen, traders) and to 
support an argument that when (Logan, 184 7, p. 17) "unspoiled" the indigenous inhabitants were found to 
be "more akin than the reverse to the unpolished man of Europe" . 
85 Foucault, ( 1970) 2000, pp. 130, 131 , explains that in the Classical Age language was used in new ways 
which resulted in " the possibility of seeing what one will be able to say", and of "undertaking a 
meticulous examination of things themselves for the first time, and then transcribing what it had gathered 
in smooth. neutralized, and faithful words''. 
86 Collingwood, (1946)1980, p. 80, notes this essential quality in the spirit of the age. He denies an 
interest in historical origins. There was, however, among scholars who did not claim to be philosophers, 
considerable interest in the notion of origins, genesis, and development and change per se. 
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appears to have flourished in the East with much vigour in very early times .... 
In Persia, Tartary, India and other Eastern countries, the whole detail of 
government, from the most ancient accounts down to the present hour, can 
hardly be defined by any other description. 87 
Feudalism was said to have been unremarked in the East because it was of ancient 
origin, whereas "The rise and progress of the Feudal System in Europe is marked: it was 
an exotic plant''.88 Amongst scholars popular images of "Tartar hordes" were tempered 
by an appreciation of advantages brought by the "people of the North" who were credited 
with introducing not only feudalism but also Parliaments and modem systems of justice. 
Such people, it was argued, could not have been: 
so totally savage and uncivilised as we are commonly apt to suppose. Their 
enemies have been their historians.89 
That savages (or hunter gatherers) or barbarians (or nomadic herdsmen) could maintain 
powerful empires was unthinkable in the eighteenth century. 
Until the advent of the scientist-explorer, chair-bound philosophers of Europe drew on 
anecdotal evidence and travellers' tales. Introducing Linnaean principles to the 
scholarship of the Malayo-Pacific region was a turning point for studies of the Malays. 
Linnaeus' botanical scheme was devised by 1732 and the first edition of his major work 
on natural history, entitled A General System of Nature, appeared in 1735.90 Linnaeus' 
philosophies were transmitted directly to his students and disseminated to a wide 
audience by his publications.9 1 Linnaeus and his contemporaries not only began the 
transformation of generalist scholars into specialists, but also introduced 
87 Richardson, 1777, V. i, pp. xxxi-ii. 
88 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xxxiii. 
89 Warton, 1764, p. lxxxiii: "But perhaps these northern adventurers, at least their princes and their 
leaders, were not even at their first migrations into the south, so totally savage and uncivilised as we are 
commonly apt to suppose. Their enemies have been their historians ... It is not easy to conceive, that the 
success of their amazing enterprizes was merely the effect of numbers and turnultuary depredation: nor can 
I be persuaded, that the lasting and flourishing governments which they established in various parts of 
Europe, could have been established by brute force alone, and the blind efforts ofunreflecting savages". 
90 It was to go through numerous revised editions in his lifetime (and after). 
91 Fara, 2003, p. 32: "determined to make his ideas easily accessible, Linnaeus wrote clearly, ensured his 
books were cheap, and gave practical instructions about collecting, labelling and growing plants. As he 
continually revised his system, Linnaeus published prolifically, writing in Swedish for local people and in 
simple Latin to teach international audiences". 
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professionalism.92 His methods centred on fieldwork and emphasised the scientific 
recording of data gathered about everything from plants to social organisation. Linnaeus 
claimed he "trained many scientific explorers, and even spoke of the voyage of discovery 
as a Swedish invention that was now copied by Joseph Banks" among others.93 The 
principal focus was "economic botany", but included other raw materials that could be 
useful to the "mother" country. One of Linnaeus's most important contributions was the 
practice of acclimatising exotic species.94 There is a direct line of intellectual 
transmission from Linnaeus to Marsden through Banks, and Linnaeus's student Dr. 
Daniel Solander,95 since, as discussed in the Introduction, Marsden was closely 
associated with Selander from 1780 to his death in 1782. 
Linnaeus became one of the most influential thinkers in the first half of the eighteenth 
century. A product of his own intellectual milieu,96 he not only inspired Europe's 
collecting mania but answered the challenge of melding new scientific discoveries with 
traditional wisdom in a coherent and useful way.97 Linnaeus' new descriptive taxonomy 
92 Thus although the 'chain of being' was to fall into abeyance amongst scientists, a generalist like 
Marsden could still be intrigued by chains ofresemblance, such as those he found amongst the lizard 
family in Sumatra. Marsden, 1783, p. 99: "The grass lizard is a species between these two. There is, I 
believe, no class of living creatures, in which gradations may be traced with such minuteness and 
regularity, as in this. From the small house lizard, abovementioned [sic], to the largest alligator [sic] or 
crocodile, a chain mav be observed of innumerable links, of which the remotest will have a striking 
resemblance to each other, and seem, at first view, to differ only in bulk". 
93 Koerner, 1999, pp. 400-40 I: "Carl Linnaeus, who trained many of the Baltic scientific travelers, even 
spoke of the voyage of discovery as a Swedish invention that was now copied by Joseph Banks (Australia 
and the Pacific) . .. Linnaeus's pride in his travelers is understandable considering their careers .... Some 
traveled on their own, typically supporting themselves as physicians to East India companies .... Students 
of Linnaeus traveled on Cook's fust and second circumnavigation of the globe (1768-71 and 1772-75)". 
94 The principle that inspired the founding of Botanical gardens throughout the British Empire, 
particularly those begun under the auspices of the East India Company. During the Endeavour voyage 
selections of exotic seeds were planted on the Pacific Islands. See King, 1985, pp. 80, 81,Banks was de 
facto Director of Kew Gardens from 1772-1820. Banks: "spent his long life in encouraging the collection 
of plants and the exploitation of the plant kingdom". On behalf of the king, he commissioned plant 
collectors who travelled to many parts of the world, sending back plant material to Kew. 
95 Hawkesworth, 1773, Introduction to V. ii, p. iv: "[Banks] engaged Dr Solander to accompany him in 
the voyage. This gentleman, by birth a Swede, was educated under the celebrated Linnaeus". 
96 Swedish natural history had always followed a distinctive path. It had "turned from a general natural 
history, to agricultural technologies and economics, and to ethnography and anthropology" . Koerner, 1999, 
p. 399: "customs, dress and manners of the inhabitants" were emphasised p. 400. 
97 Fara, 2003, pp. 39-40: "One of the first instimtions to adopt the Linnaean scheme was the British 
Museum, which opened in 1759 ... the first director of the new Museum insisted on adopting Linnaean 
classification". 
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was concerned more with reordering knowledge inside existing boundaries than with 
extending boundaries. Linnaeus had very definite ideas of what constituted " legitimate" 
knowledge 98 and sent out his pupils to continue collecting data that would add to and 
improve successive editions of his General System. Linnaeus' system helped sustain 
ideas of a hierarchy of civilisation that placed European society at its zenith.99 His work, 
using a genealogical framework, depended on teasing out family relationships in the 
zoological world. Including the human species in his system was a major contribution to 
Enlightenment discourse. Undoubtedly he introduced debate which was eventually 
responsible for redefining the word "race'', although this did not follow immediately or 
directly. Not only did Linnaeus fail to employ the term "race"100 in the General System, 
but, more significantly, the greater part of his short descriptive homo sapiens 
"definitions" depended on cultural rather than physical characteristics. Boundaries 
between science, philosophy, and history were still fluid and eighteenth-century 
classification readily accommodated existing world views. Thus the new science of 
"natural history" retained many subjective elements of "old science". 101 Linnaeus divided 
98 Foucault, 2000, p. 130, noted that for a given animal the order was as follows: "name, theory, kind, 
species, attributes, use, and to conclude, Litteraria. All language deposited upon things by time is pushed 
back into the very last category". See also Koerner, 1999, p. 418: "It was, of course, a general 
Enlightenment strategy to acquire knowledge of self through the perspectival [sic] contemplation of 
"savage" peoples". 
99 White, 1973, p. 62. "When the Enlighteners surveyed the remote past, they were obsessed by the 
differences between it and the world they themselves occupied, so much so that they were almost inclined 
to idealize their own age, and set it over against the remote past as an antithetical opposite". 
100 Augstein, 1996, p. (ix]: "During the age of Enlightenment the word 'race' was unproblematic because 
the Latin texts, in which its meaning largely resided, merely distinguished between nations as political 
entities and tribes or families as natural entities. The ambiguity of the nineteenth century understanding of 
'people', with its cultural, genealogical and political connotations, was not an issue in the Latin texts which 
Jay at the basis of pre-modern learning". For the evolution of the word "race" in major European scientific 
publications see Douglas, 200 I. 
101 See Foucault, 2000, pp. 129-131 on the development of 'natural history' in the classical age (or the 
Enlightenment). Even in the classical age: "The division, so evident to us, between what we see, what 
others have observed and handed down, and what others imagine or naively believe, the great tripartition, 
apparently so simple and so immediate, into Observation, Document, and Fable, did not exist. ... [but, in 
the new age] The essential difference lies in what is missing". Foucault, 2000, p. 129: "What came 
surreptitiously into being between the age of the theatre and that of the catalogue was not the desire for 
knowledge but a new way of connecting things both to the eye and to discourse". Foucault gave the 
Linnaean system as a typical example. 
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the world's people into five principal groups. Each was described in the summary form 
seen below. 102 
MAMMALIA. 
Order I Primates 
Fore-teeth cutting; upper 4, parallel; teats 2 pectoral. 
1. HOMO Sapiens Diurnal; varying by education and situation 
2. Four-footed, mute, hairy: Wild Man 
American 
5. Sooty, melancholy, rigid. Asiatic 
3. Copper-coloured, choleric, 
erect, 
Hair, black, straight, thick; nostrils, wide, 
Face, harsh; beard, scanty; 
Obstinate, content, free. 104 
Hair black; eyes, dark; severe, 103 
haughty, covetous 
Covered with loose garments. 
Governed by opinions 
Paints himself with fine red lines. 
Regulated by customs. 
6. Black, phlegmatic, relaxed. African 
F . . 105b E 4. air, sangume, rawny. uropean 
Hair yellow, brown, flowing; eyes blue 
Gentle, acute, inventive. 
Covered with close vestments. 
Governed by laws. 
Monstrosus Varying by climate or art. 106 
1. Small, active, timid. Mountaineer. 
2. Large, indolent. Patagonian. 
3. Less fertile. Hottentot. 
4. Beardless. 
5. Head conic. 
6. Head flattened. 
American. 
Chinese. 
Canadian. 
Hair, black, frizzled; skin, silky; 
Nose, flat, lips, tumid; 
Crafty, indolent, negligent. 
Anoints himself with grease. 
Governed by caprice. 
Under Order 1, in entries 2-6 the first three words denote appearance. A term presumably 
referring to complexion is followed by a term derived directly from the medieval system 
of humours which covered mental and physical qualities. 107 Next is further physical 
102 von Linne, ( 1735) 1802, p. 9. Marsden would have read this in the Latin original. 
103 Johnson, 1773, gives 8 senses of severe, including harsh, cruel and inexorable. OED on line 2004 
gives under meaning 1.a. the Latin roots: "1548 Elyot Diet., Asper, Rude, seuere, rigorous. Johnson, 
1773, Austerus, ... cruelle, austere, seuere". This sense of cruelty appears to persist until the nineteenth 
century. 
104 
"Free" was one of the original meanings of savage. Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. i, Book XVIII, sect. 
14, p. 277: "Of the political state of people who do not cultivate the Land. These people enjoy great liberty 
... they are not fixed". 
105 
"Sanguine" at this period meant warlike or bloodthirsty. In the 18th century the willingness to defend 
one's liberty was held to be a peculiarly European virtue. We will see, however, that both Poivre and 
Raffles held that the Malays shared this quality. 
106 Note "monsters" were given a category of their own. This is further discussed in Chapter III. 
107 The names of the four humours arose from the belief that the four chief fluids of the body were blood, 
phlegm, choler and melancholy. These were thought to determine a person's physical and mental qualities. 
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description of hair and facial features; then temperament, clothing or "covering" and 
social or "political" organisation. Thus, medieval lore rubbed shoulders with the fruits of 
so-called "rational observation" (of "social habits" such as forms of government, and 
dress) and comments on "temperament". Giving subjective information the status of 
"scientific data" was to have long felt ramifications because each "scientific" description 
of Linnaeus's human types authorised and validated existing stereotypical ideas that now 
found ready acceptance in both scientific and general communities and were to prove 
remarkably persistent. Linnaeus's more enduring legacy was, however, his education of 
the scientist-explorer as observer and collector (and particularly as discussed below the 
Pacific explorers). Linnaeus and his theories brought a new dimension to debates among 
"natural historians" and philosophers because traditional ideas were challenged: data 
from the New World and the Pacific were reassessed and assimilated. 'Facts' had 
attained a new status. 
Facts and Rationality 
During the eighteenth century, Asian stereotypes were an important discursive element 
in arguments about the exercise of power (particularly despotic power) in European 
politics. Although French philosophers and historians including Montesquieu and his 
disciples, particularly Rousseau and Boulanger, brought apposition of ideas about East 
and West, largely based on anecdotal evidence, into the forefront of European discourse 
as did Voltaire ( 1694-1778) there was a new concern with factual evidence. 108 One 
reason for the success of Montesquieu's Spirit of Laws was: 
Its concern for facts as well as for its attempt to demonstrate that behind the 
facts there was an order intelligible to the human mind.109 
Thus American Indians were "choleric", Europeans "sanguine (or [full of] blood)" (probably optimistic, 
but also meant warlike in the 18th century and in the 19th century, becoming courageous), Asiatics 
"melancholy", and Africans "phlegmatic". 
108 Rousseau, 1761, pp. 240-241, note 12 for page 50: "l must in the first place observe, that Moral Proofs 
are of no great Force in physical Matters, and that they rather serve to account for Facts which exist than to 
ascertain the real Existence of these Facts". 
109 Courtney, 1973, pp. 306-7. 
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Ideas of the "East" thus became controversial and drew "orientalists" and their work into 
the mainstream of scholarship, 110 and, whether confirming or denying their truth, 
traveller and scholar alike were confined within parameters of received knowledge that 
shaped every intellectual and actual encounter with the East. Montesquieu's Spirit of 
Laws is virtually the apotheosis of the Enlightenment. 111 Montesquieu's laws of climate 
and his comparative study of laws and institutions of East and West provided a 
framework for the great Enlightenment projects closely linked to the evolution of 
European Malay scholarship. Montesquieu's work dominated Protestant and anti-clerical 
thinking and was widely read and respected in Britain. 112 Like Montesquieu's Lettres 
Persanes (Persian Letters), 113 Spirit of Laws is a biting commentary on the political 
degradation of France. The East acts both as object and rhetorical device. This 
juxtaposition of East with West was immensely influential. Though Montesquieu dealt 
in ideas, when he drew on the travel genre his audience often became preoccupied with 
his "facts". Certainly images of oriental despotism which he evoked were to "hold sway 
over the imagination of the prevalent 'ideas' of the epoch". 114 The acuity of 
Montesquieu's vision, reinforced through his disciples,115 was with Linnaeus chiefly 
responsible for dignifying a set of somewhat stereotypical views of the Orient with a new 
authority. 
110 
"Orientalist" scholars of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries had rarely visited the countries 
whose language they studied. They were not concerned with "living" languages, but with written texts and 
inscriptions. Their prime interest, even in the third quarter of the eighteenth century, was to extract 
"oriental" knowledge (mainly on philosophy and religion) for the benefit of European scholarship. The 
scope of metropolitan based British "orientalism" appears to have covered every country south and east of 
the Mediterranean from the Atlantic coast of Africa to Japan (including Russia). 
111 Montesquieu's was a work of synthesis. He drew under one head opinions long received in the 
Enlightenment world. Some he ridiculed, but the remainder he tried to knit together into a seamless whole. 
112 He was elected as a member of the Royal Society during his visit to England in November 1729 to 
May 1731. Thomas Nugent's translation of De I 'Esprit des lois, The Spirit of Laws, was published in 
London in I 750, and went through numerous reprints in London, Dublin, and Edinburgh. Nugent's version 
is used for this thesis. 
Ill Grosrichard, (1979) 1998, p.30, has argued that The Spirit o,f Laws is an explanation of Montesquieu's 
Persian Letters and as such is centred on a fantasized seraglio or: "Oriental despotism . . . the work which 
gives it life within political thought: The Spirit of Laws. Here the literary game becomes a theoretical 
system, and we shall see the stark lineaments of that 'secret chain' which it pleased the author of the 
Persian Letters to conceal". 
114 Grosrichard, 1998, p. xi. 
115 Boulanger (fl 1760s) is further discussed below. Rousseau was discussed in the Introduction. 
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The eighteenth-century's reputation for "rationality"116 acquired most of its resonance 
retrospectively, principally through being contrasted with the romantic nineteenth 
century. The eighteenth-century world view, far from "rational" in the twenty-first 
century sense, 117 carried over a great deal from previous centuries. Enlightenment or 
(early) eighteenth-century scholars relied on ideas or theories arrived at "rationally" by a 
priori reasoning, that is, consideration of "the nature of things". While many of their 
theories were to be discredited, 118 the status of ideas based on observation needed to be 
established. 119 The advent of experimental science (i.e. other than geometry, algebra, and 
arithmetic) raised questions concerning the logical differences between those 
"inferences" arrived at on the basis of observation or experience, or "Matters of Fact", 
and those described as "Relations of Ideas ... intuitively or demonstrably certain". 120 
Hume had pointed out that: 
without the influence of custom (i.e. observation and experience) we should be 
entirely ignorant of every matter of fact ... if we proceed not upon some fact, 
present to our memory or senses, our reasonings would be merely 
hypothetical. 121 
116 Usually having the modem sense of moderate, sensible, reasonable. Although the French 
Revolutionaries introduced "rational" refonns in 1789, these (mathematical) reforms (of dates etc.) 
represent a specialised application of the term. Among the meanings given by the OED with 18th century 
dates for rational are: reliance on human reasoning and treating reason as the ultimate authority 
117 Le Goff, (1986-88) 1992, p. 48: "The recognition of modemitv is expressed most often through an 
affirmation of reason - or rationality- against the authority of tradition, as in the case of the "modern" 
thinkers of the Middle Ages opposing the "authorities". Enlightenment writers from Fontenelle to 
Condorcet, or Catholic modernists who opposed traditionalists at the beginning of the twentieth century". 
118 Because of their reliance on a priori reasoning rather than factual evidence. Montesquieu is said to 
have "first formulated his theories and then searched history for examples that convey proof of his 
reasoning." Quoted from Muriel Dodds by Carrithers, 1977, p. 42. 
119 Hume, (1777)1951, p. 27: "If we would satisfy ourselves therefore concerning the nature of that 
evidence, which assures us of matters of fact, we must enquire how we arrive at the knowledge of cause 
and effect. ... our reason, unassisted by experience, [can never] draw any inference concerning real 
existence and matters of fact". 
120 Hume, (1777) 1951, p. 25. He distinguished between "reason" and "experience". (Hume, (1777)1951 , 
footnote pp. 43-44): 'To distinguish between reason and experience ... that these species of argumentation 
are entirely different from each other. The fonner [species] are taken for the mere result of our intellectual 
faculties, which, by considering a priori the nature of things, and examining the effects, that must follow 
from their operation, establish particular principles of science [i.e. mathematics] and philosophy. The 
latter are supposed to be derived entirely from sense and observation .. . and are thence able to infer, what 
will, for the future result from them." 
121 Hume, (1777) 1951, pp. 45-46. 
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Philosophers looked for patterns that made the world comprehensible or reasonable. 
They abhorred superstition and the notion that events reflected the operation of "blind 
Chance".122 They endeavoured to "understand" their world according to contemporary 
logic. European scholars believed the universe, created by a reasoning intelligence, was a 
systematic and ordered whole governed by "cause and effect"123 and their Western 
presumptions of a universal humanity required explanations for the occurrence of 
difference. The concept of "national character" was a way of explaining human variety. 
National character and Laws of climate 
National character124 is a phrase for a well established concept which in the eighteenth 
century appears to have acquired the sense of "unique identity". 125 It became an 
entrenched idea. 126 Although still current today this phrase carries considerably less 
weight than in earlier centuries. 127 With the exception of Hume, eighteenth-century 
122 Hume, (1777) 1951, p. 57: "There be no such thing as Chance in the world". Only a few centuries 
before, Venerable Bede's history, full of portents and omens, had been an authorised interpretation of 
history. Superstition was to the British of the Enlightenment associated with corrupted religious faiths. 
Hume, for example, denigrated the miracles of the Catholic Church. Hume, (1777) 1951, p. 114: "A 
miracle is a violation ofthe laws of nature"; p. 118: "the knavery and folly of men are such common 
phenomena, that I should rather believe the most extraordinary events to arise from their concurrence, than 
admit of so signal a violation of the Jaws of nature". 
123 The principal scientific debates concerned questions of whether the universe was like a watch, set and 
wound up and left (e.g. Leibniz and the Traducianists), or whether (e.g. the Creationists) there was 
perpetual intervention. (Theory of evolution - 1762) 
124 Defined in the OED Online New Edition (June 2003) as: "personality or cultural characteristics which 
are taken to be peculiar to or particularly characteristic of a certain nation or racial group". It was in use in 
England by 1730. White, 1973, p. 67: "the best it [the Enlightenment] offered to historical understanding 
was a succession of"types" of humanity, which tended to fall apart into positive or negative classes, in this 
case, reason and unreason respectively." 
125 Greenfeld, (1992)2003, p. 12. Cf. Hume, 1758, p. 120: "The same principle of moral causes fixes the 
character of different professions, and alters even their disposition, which the particular members receive 
from the hand of nature", and Hume, 1758, p. 124: "We may often remark a wonderful mixture of manners 
and character in the same nation, speaking the same language, and subject to the same government: And in 
this particular, the English are the most remarkable of any people, that ever were in the world. Nor is this 
to be ascribed to ... physical causes; since all these causes take place in their neighbouring kingdom of 
Scotland, without having the same effect". 
126 Given the terms used to describe the "national character" it is obvious that the prototypes were from 
the elite and male. (See for example Linnaeus' description of Europeans.) 
127 An example of a scholar using it anecdotally: E. G. Browne (Professor of Arabic, Cambridge) 
"Though an Orientalist is not made merely by travel or residence in the East, what is called 'pure 
scholarship' has its dangers ... I have several times been impressed by the remarkable insight into the 
national character of an Eastern people possessed by diplomatists and others whose acquaintance with the 
language of that people was comparatively slight". Quoted by Beckingham, 1979, p. 68. Greenfeld, (1992) 
2003, pp. 487-490 discusses it in the present tense. 
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philosophers gave considerable credit to the influence of climate or physical causes in 
forming national character. National character fits Linnaeus's schema.128 Under 
Linnaeus' s system (outlined above) the populations of the "four quarters of the globe" 
(or the four continents) were each given a set of distinctive characteristics based on 
commonly accepted stereotypes. 129 Comparative linguists studied national character 
because its physical causes, which were thought to be radical, offered a way of 
separating original customs and modes of behaviour from those acquired later. These 
latter were said to derive from "moral causes". 
National character was merely an extension of the "scientific" principles concerning 
human "types" to territorial jurisdictions. 130 People of each nation or empire were 
thought to have a (unique) "national" character or the "genius of a nation'', variously 
described as its "distinguishing" or "distinctive" qualities. While acknowledging it 
could be taken to extremes and: 
Men of sense [would] condemn ... undistinguish' d Judgments; tho' at the 
same Time, they allow, that each Nation has a peculiar Set of Manners, and 
that some particular Qualities are more frequently to be met with among one 
People than among their Neighbours131 
it was nevertheless accepted as a practical guide to explaining "differences".132 By mid-
1700, a combination of classical dogma on the effects of climate on humans, 133 new 
128 Hume, 1754, footnote p. I 25, for example in his controversial footnote to his 1754 edition of his essay 
"Of national characters", wrote: "I am apt to suspect the negroes and in general all other species of men 
(for there are four or five different kinds) to be naturally inferior to the whites. There never was a civilised 
nation of any other complexion than white. No ingenious manufactures ... no arts, no sciences". (Perhaps 
this last was designed to except the Chinese.) This statement, although it aroused adverse comment (from 
James Beattie for example) and was slightly modified in later editions, is evidence of the powerful impact 
ofLinnaean ideas. 
129 Where Europeans were "acute, gentle and inventive" and Asiatics were "severe, haughty and 
covetous". 
130 Hume, I 748, p. 276: "The same national Character commonly follows the Authority of the 
Government to a precise Limit or Boundary; and upon crossing a River, or passing a Mountain, one finds a 
new Set of Manners along with a new Government". 
131 Hume, I 748, p. 267. Hume prefaced the above quote: "The vulgar are apt to carry all national 
characters to extremes; having once established it as a principle, that any people are knavish, or cowardly 
... they will admit of no exception". 
132 Hume, 1748, p. 267, the above quotation continued : "The common People in Swisserland [sic] have 
surely more Probity than those of the same rank in Ireland; and every prudent Man will, from that 
Circumstance alone, make a Difference in the Trust he reposes in them". 
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science and traditional prejudices gave validity to philosophical notions of national 
character. 134 Generalisations traditionally found only in travel accounts were given new 
authority by Linnaeus's taxonomy. When promulgated by philosophers such as 
Montesquieu, under the guise of national character, they became accepted and rapidly 
transformed into stereotypes. Hume's philosophical discussion indicates that ideas of 
nation were in a state of flux. He had observed that in England the people "have the least 
of a national character; unless this very singularity may stand for such". He had detected 
a tolerance and individualism that is said to have characterised the next phase in the 
growth of nationalism 135 and clearly found a conflict between the national characters 
ascribed to European nations and his own observation of English society. 
In Britain, by the eighteenth century, notions of national character reflected evolving 
ideas of "nation" according to which "nation" is said to have meant a "sovereign 
people". 136 Under the House of Hanover, changes begun in the sixteenth century 
transformed received ideas on who constituted "the people" and were reinforced in the 
constitution. French philosophers recognised England as the first constitutional 
monarchy. 137 Where formerly "nation" had been exclusive it was to become an inclusive 
concept. Thus, for the British in the eighteenth century, only a people with a recognisable 
133 Rayna!, 1777, V. v, p. 298, in discussing the role of the [manufacturing] arts in civilizing nations 
wrote: "opportunities [of making manufactures] depend on climate, which, as Polybius says, forms the 
character, complexion, and manners of nations". 
134 Besides Hume, Montesquieu, Kant and Hegel also discussed the topic. 
135 Hwne, 1758, p. 124: "English government is a mixture of monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy. The 
people are composed of gentry and merchants. All sects of religion are to be found among them. And the 
great liberty and independency, which they enjoy, allows every one of them to display the manners 
peculiar to him. Hence the English, of any people in the universe, have the least of a national character; 
unless this very singularity may stand for such". 
136 Greenfeld, (1992)2003, p. 8; on pp. 4-11 , she discusses the evolution of the English word "nation" 
from meaning an elite to the people. By the eighteenth century "nation" meant a "sovereign people"; p. 14, 
she argues that Particularist nationalism (which eventually became ''ethnic" nationalism) only emerged in 
the 18th century (in continental Europe). In Britain, collective nationalism or the idea of nation as a 
sovereign people, which had emerged in the 16th century, still pertained. Nevertheless, traces of its elitist 
connections (Greenfeld, ( 1992)2003, p. 5) present in 18th century British discourse were maintained by 
translations of French works. 
137 Montesquieu, Voltaire and Rayna! were among its admirers. Greenfeld, ( 1992)2003, pp. 156-158. 
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form of government and identity (or set of manners) qualified as a "nation". This is the 
sense in which Marsden used the term "nation" in his 1783 History of Sumatra. 138 
Scientists and philosophers investigated the operation of cause and effect on the physical 
and moral (or cultural) aspects of human variety. Philosophers, while acknowledging the 
potency of physical causes, believed that, on balance, "moral" causes139 were responsible 
for "national characters" and rejected physical causes as a contributing factor. Hume 
stated that differences of character in the Torrid and Frigid zones140 could be accounted 
for without "recourse to physical causes". 141 While Hume did not hold with 
environmental causes, yet his statements on the relative "value" of the zones in his 1758 
footnote on Negroes introduced a new dimension to the traditional discussion. 142 In 1748, 
however, Hume specifically argued against the notion of physical causes which suggests 
it was already a well entrenched concept. Montesquieu, in his Spirit of Laws, was 
looking for "rational" reasons to account for varieties and differences among peoples. He 
assumed the range of "just" possibilities was limited by underlying but "universal" 
principles and that differences accorded with laws of nature that operated in each 
country.143 Montequieu's laws of climate "explained" why and how such a variety 
138 See Appendix IX 
139 Hume, 1748, pp. 271 -73 "As to physical Causes, I am inclin 'd to doubt altogether of their operation 
[on National character] nor do I think that Men owe any thing of their Temper or Genius to the Air, Food, 
or Climate. [although] I confess, that the contrary Opinion may justly, at first Sight, seem probable"; 
Hume, 1748, p. 274: "Now tho' nature produces all Kinds of Temper and Understanding in great 
Abundance, it does not always follow that she always produces them in like proportions". 
140 Robertson's History of America reflects Hume's philosophies, as for example his theories on the 
effects of the Torrid and Frigid zones, already quoted. Hume, 1748, p. 279. 
141 Hume, 1748, p. 275: "If we run over the whole Globe, or revolve the Annals of History, we shall 
discover everywhere Signs of this Sympathy or Contagion of Manners, and none of the Influence of Air or 
Climate". 
142 Hume, 1748, p. 279: "The Poverty and Misery of the northern Inhabitants of the Globe, and the 
Indolence of the southern, may, perhaps, account for this remarkable Difference [in their Attainments of 
the human Mind), without having Recourse to physical causes". He continued "This however is certain ... 
almost all the general observations, which have been formed of the more southern or more northern nations 
in these climates, are found to be uncertain and fallacious". In I 758 in a controversial footnote on Negroes 
in "Of National Characters'', Hume took a different position ( 1758 version, footnote p. 125). 
143 Montesquieu, ( 1748)2002, V. i, Book XIV, sect. 1, p. 22 1: "If it be true that the temper of the mind 
and the passions of the heart are extremely different in different climates, the laws ought to be in relation 
both to the variety of those passions and the variety of those tempers"; V. i, Book XIV, sect. 13, p. 23, the 
English are: "a nation so distempered by the climate as to have a disrelish of everything, even oflife" V. i, 
Book XIV, sect. 14, p. 232: "Our ancestors the ancient Germans lived in a c limate where the passions were 
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of religions, legal systems and political regime had arisen and were sustained. He 
believed a nation's 144 laws and customs reflected and were justified (with certain 
exceptions) by environmental conditions and were therefore "right". In an early essay on 
national character, for "physical causes" Montesquieu's argument focused on the 
physical connections between body and brain to explain individual responses to 
environment. 145 He held that moral causes were the predominant factors determining 
national character. 146 This latter position accords with Spirit of Laws' explanation of "a 
general spirit of nations" (or national character): 
Mankind are influenced by various causes: by climate, by the religion, by the 
laws, by the maxims of government, by precedents, morals, and customs; 
whence is formed a general spirit of nations. 147 
Some thought environment was the predominant factor. "Nature" for Montesquieu148 
appears to have similar force as it did for Hume, who thought chance controlled the 
distribution of "natural" distinctions among their original "breeds" of man 149 and that 
they were intensified through social interaction. 150 This, as discussed below, was 
Robertson's position (and later, Marsden's). Notions of national character, in the sense 
extremely calm"; V. i, Book XIV, sect, 15, p. 233: "The people of Japan are of ... stubborn and perverse 
temperament"; V. i, Book XIV, sect. 15 p. 234:"the people of India are mild, temperate and 
compassionate". 
144 He had been profoundly impressed by his visit to England (Nov, 1729- May 1731 ). Greenfeld, (1992) 
2003, p. 5, has argued he retained an elitist view of Nation on the basis of the following (Montesquieu, 
2002, V. ii, Book XXVIII, sect. 9, p. I 02): "Under the first and second race, the nation was often 
assembled; that is, the lords and the bishops; the commons were not yet thought of'. It can be argued that 
he was merely being historically accurate, particularly as he added the proviso concerning the commons. 
145 Montesquieu, 1977, pp. 417-427, maintained (re physical causes) brain fibres were affected by 
physical conditions like temperature, food, and body type; pp. 428-29: "The soul in our body is like a 
spider in a web ... The more taut the threads the better informed the spider" and behaviour patterns (such 
as screaming); pp. 430-431, and (re moral causes) that the brain fibres if: "little accustomed to exercise 
[such as assimilating new ideas] become rigid"; p. 434. The Essay was written 1736-43 and unpublished in 
his lifetime but its ideas were used in The Spirit of Laws. 
146 Montesquieu, 1977, p. 443. 
147 Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. i, Book XIX, sect. 4, p. 293. 
148 Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. i, Book XIX, sect. 4, p. 294: "Nature and climate mle almost alone 
over the savages; customs govern the Chinese; laws tyrannize in Japan"; V. i, Book XIX, sect. 5, p. 294: 
"It is the business of the legislature to follow the spirit of the nation ... for we do nothing so well as when 
we act with freedom, and fol low the bent of our natural genius"; if this is done (V. i, Book XIX, sect. 6, p. 
274 ): "nature will repair whatever is amiss". 
149 Hume, 1748, p. 273, likened the behaviour of"breeds of ... creatures" to [breeds of] men. 
150 Hume, 1748, p. 274: " In every Society the Ingredients of Industry and Indolence, Valour and 
Cowardice, Humanity and Brutality, Wisdom and Folly will be mixt after the same Manner. In the infancy 
of Society, if any of these Dispositions be found in greater Abundance than the rest, it will naturally prevail 
in the Composition, and give Tincture to the national Character". 
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of "mental and moral character'', 151 remained potent even in the early 1800s. William 
Milne, writing of the poor knowledge of "every day occurrences" among the peoples of 
the Eastern Archipelago, noted that such a situation was indicative of "national 
character". 152 
Historians including Raynal, Robertson (and later Marsden) accepted that their 
arguments must address the main tenets of Montesquieu's "laws of climate".153 
Montesquieu's basic premise that, to a greater or lesser extent, nature (or the 
environment) shaped humankind's character and actions was generally accepted. 154 
Raynal believed in the historical validity of "national character"155 and endorsed an 
"elitist" interpretation. 156 He emphasised the importance of identifying "causes" which 
had influenced a nation' s earliest days. For example, in discussing the Dutch he cited the 
general opinion that the Dutch "have on all occasions distinguished themselves by their 
industry and enterprizing genius". Rayna} exhorted readers to: 
trace their history to its earliest aera. Such a retrospect is particularly proper in 
a work of this nature, as it will comprehend at one glance, all the characteristic 
marks by which the genius of a nation is distinguished 
in order to "judge ... if the original state of this nation were such as afforded a presage of 
power". 157 Robertson appears to have considered "national" character an attribute of civil 
society. Only in respect of the (comparatively) "polished states" of Mexico and Peru 
151 Milne, 1817, V. 1, p. 4. 
152 Milne, 1818, V. 1, p. 44: "How little we know of their (the eastern nations] present state! How few of 
those events which are every day occurrences among them, come into our view, or attract our notice. And 
yet these events illustrate the Providence of God, and draw out the prominent features of individual and 
national character, as much as those which take place among ourselves do" . 
153 For a more extended discussion see Appendix I, Carroll, 2002, pp. 6-9. 
154 White, 1973, p. 69: "The Enlighteners came to their study of history ... [with] an Ironic awareness of 
the limitation which nature places on every human action and the restriction which human finitude places 
on every effort to comprehend the world in either thought or imagination". 
155 For example Rayna!, 1777, V. v, p. 441: "These people [of the Republic of Venice) assumed that 
jealousy and mistrust which is the national character of all Italy and carried them much further". 
156 Raynal, 1777, V. iii, p. 390: "The reader need not to be told, that all we have related concerning the 
people of Guinea, ought only to be applied to that class which in all countries stamps the character of the 
nation. The inferior orders and slaves are further removed from this resemblance in proportion as they are 
debased or degraded by their occupations or their conditions". 
157 Raynal Y. i, p. 157. Holland was the nation in question. Determining why the Dutch empire was so 
much more successful than the French was one ofRaynal's themes. Raynal's great History embodied inter 
alia much of the contemporary wisdom on historiographical principles and practice. 
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does he refer to "their political institutions ... and national manners". 158 Robertson 
recognised that the law of climate, despite its paramount influence among the least 
advanced savages, had limitations: 
It is not by attending to any single cause or principle, however powerful and 
extensive its influence may appear that we can explain the actions, or account 
for the character, of men. Even the law of climate, more universal perhaps in 
its operation than any that affects the human species, cannot be applied, in 
judging their conduct, without many exceptions. 159 
Privileging the temperate zone remained a key tenet throughout the eighteenth century. 160 
Robertson believed climate not only shaped the human body but mind and morals as 
well: 
In every part of the earth where man exists, the power of climate operates, 
with decisive influence, upon his condition and character .... we shall find that 
he has uniformly attained the greatest perfection, of which his nature is 
capable, in the temperate zone. 161 
Robertson explained early social progress in terms of physical environments influencing 
"condition and character"; 162 he rated moral and political causes more important in 
forming "national character". 163 Even those who had reservations about the "laws of 
climate" still subscribed to notions of "national character". Richardson criticised 
Montesquieu because in "endeavouring to support a system"164 he came to conclusions 
about nations, on geographical grounds, that "are as vague as the premises are 
158 Robertson, 1777, V. ii, p. [267] contrasted these "states ... of great extent subjected to the dominion of 
one sovereign" with "small independent, hostile tribes, struggling for subsistence amidst woods and 
marshes, strangers to industry and arts, unacquainted with subordination, and almost without the 
appearance of regular government". Cf. Marsden's "anarchy to settled government" in Chapter III of this 
thesis. 
159 Robertson, I 777, V. i, p. 418. 
160 Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. i, Book XVII, sect. 3, p. 266: "Asia has no temperate zone, as all the 
places situated in a very cold climate immediately touch upon those which are exceedingly hot, that is, 
Turkey, Persia, India, China, Corea, and Japan. In Europe on the contrary, the temperate zone is very 
extensive ... This is the grand reason of the weakness of Asia, and the strength of Europe, of the liberty of 
Europe, and of the slavery of Asia". Hegel, 1975, p. 155, some years later (1822-1828) summed up these 
perceptions when he said "All in all, it is therefore the temperate zone which must furnish the theatre of 
world history". 
161 Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 415. 
162 Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 313: "But in severer climates, where subsistence cannot be procured with the 
same ease, where men must unite more closely, and act with greater concert, necessity calls forth their 
talents, and sharpens their invention, so that the intelligent powers are more exercised and improved". 
163 Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 417: "Moral and political causes, as I have fonnerly observed, affect the 
disposition and character of individuals as well as nations, still more powerfully than the influence of 
climate". 
164 
"System" had derogatory implications in the later eighteenth century, discussed in Chapter III below. 
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unsubstantial". Richardson criticised Montesquieu's comparison of Tartars and Arabians 
pointing out that: 
Between these, to support an hypothesis, he wishes to find a political contrast. 
The Arabs are free: and he derives their freedom from their Rocks: the Tartars 
he chuses to make slaves, and he gives them an immense plain. 165 
then merely went on to substitute his own alternative version. Richardson also explained 
other nations' points of view or motives in terms of "national characters" which he 
believed were shaped by climate. 166 He, like Raynal, looked to evidence of habits, 
customs and beliefs to "form all together a chain of internal proofs, stronger perhaps than 
direct historical assertion."167 Thus although racial difference as such might hold little 
interest for eighteenth-century philosopher-historians looking at the history and nature of 
humankind, "distinction"168 was of immense significance. 169 As discussed in Chapters III 
and IV, Marsden used the concept of "distinction" vis-a-vis Malays and Sumatrans to 
distance them from the general view of "Malays". 
Malay National Character - the Enlightenment construction of stereotypes 
Marsden endeavoured, for scholarly and imperial reasons, to "distinguish" west 
Sumatran Malays from entrenched Enlightenment perceptions about "treacherous 
Malay" pirates and slave-traders of the Malacca Straits and China Seas and from the 
peoples of the eastern Archipelago. 110 The following explores evidence of pre-1783 
European ideas of "Malay" selected from authorities Marsden is known to have 
165 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xxxii. 
166 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xxxii, speaking of the transfer of the Feudal system from east to west wrote: 
"one great channel, thro' which many circumstances, originally Eastern, penetrated to the Hyperborean 
regions: where, with such shades of variation, as might be expected from a difference in climate and 
temperament, they sowed the seeds of that stile of manners, which finds nothing similar to it in the 
characteristics of Greece and Rome". 
167 Richardson 1777, V. i, pp. xxxi-xxxii. 
168 In the sense of a distinguishing quality, mark or characteristic. Johnson, 1773: "Distinct. A. I. 
Different; not the same ... Distinction. I. Note of difference .... 3. That by which one differs from another. 
7. Notation of difference between things seemingly the same". Cf. Johnson, 1773: "To distinguish. v.a. I. 
to note the diversity of things .... 3. To divide by propernotes of diversity ... 6. To constitute difference; 
to specificate. To distinguish. v.n To make distinction; to find or shew the difference". 
169 See Appendix I, Carroll, 2002, pp. 14-15. 
170 Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. ii, Book XXIV, sect. 17, p. 38: "Among the inhabitants of Malacca, 
where no fonn of reconciliation is established, he who committed a murder, certain of being assassinated 
by the relatives or frien ds of the deceased, abandons himself to fury, and wounds or kills all he meets". 
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consulted and thus is representative of the context within which he wrote. The 
application of Enlightenment philosophies, described above, including those of "national 
character" combined with the "laws of climate", contributed to creating national 
stereotypes for Eastern as well as Western nations. When allied with ideas generated by 
a new era of European participation in the economic and political life of"island India" 
these philosophies charged received ideas about the local inhabitants with new 
meaning. 171 It has been argued by scholars that this reappraisal was mutual. 172 The 
Western reappraisal of "Malay" peoples, however, took place in the context of a long-
standing Western tradition of antipathy towards Islam, 173 which was held responsible for 
a range of undesirable social characteristics. Two common stereotypes used by 
Europeans for Asians in general and Malays in particular were "indolence" and 
"treachery". For Marsden, Malay "treachery" was the more significant. 
Among the educated elite, it was held that "treachery is the most usual Concomitant of 
Ignorance and Barbarity". 174 As argued in Chapter IV, Marsden blamed Malay Islam for 
"vices" that differentiated "original" Sumatrans from Sumatran Malays. He believed 
Malay Islam was a doctrine of "decline"175 and that Malay "treachery" was a 
manifestation of the evils oflslam as practised in the Archipelago. Unlikely as it may 
appear; under the guise of "national character" the eighteenth century mind could 
171 From the seventeenth century, European traders increased competition for raw materials (Reid, 1993, 
V. ii, p. I 9ft), and attempted to penetrate local markets (Reid, 1993, pp. 270-281 ). From 1700 there was a 
serious decline in the rate of Asian population growth balanced by increases in Europe. In Asia, Europeans 
gave new impetus to the slave trade (B.W. Andaya, 1993, pp. 221-232) and increased competition for 
available markets. By the late eighteenth century: "[in] one Asian region after another ... production and 
trade began to atrophy ... [indigenous and foreign] economic and social polarisation exerted pressure on 
resources, constrained effective demand at the bottom, and increased the availability of cheap labor in 
Asia" (Frank, 1998, p. 318) which effectively discouraged an "industrial" revolution. 
172 Anthony Reid, has written of the intellectual interchange of ideas in the Preface to Asian Travel in the 
Renaissance, p. x: "[that] by the latter part of the seventeenth century European curiosity about Asians and 
sense of equality with them were fast fading. Asian suspicions of the political ambitions of Europeans also 
erected barriers from their side". Others (for example Bamdard cited below), have noted that the Asian 
reaction manifested itself in greater ferocity. 
173 Montesquieu, (1748)2000, V. ii, Book XXIV, sect. 3, p. 30: "The Mahommedan religion, which 
speaks only by the sword, acts still upon men with that destructive spirit with which it was founded". 
174 Hume, 1748, p. 283. Hence Marsden wanted to sheet it home to the negritos. 
175 Hume, 1748, p. 279: "The Genius of a particular Sect or Religion is also apt to mould the Manners of 
a People". 
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embrace the idea that the same people could be indolent, supine and insensate as well as 
treacherous and violent. "Indolence" was a general stereotype that had covered all 
eastern peoples, but became particularly identified with "savages" and will be mentioned 
below in that connection. 176 Seemingly more specific is the "treacherous Malay" 
stereotype. Since maritime encounters were usually violent, ferocity was conflated with 
treachery. Eventually, Europeans felt more secure and Raffles even praised Malay 
temerity "as proof of their enterprise". 177 Less aggressive forms of treachery were, 
however, labelled sly and deceitful and regarded as evidence that the Sumatran Malays 
were "a people in decline". 
"Malay" Islam 
Islam was held responsible for many actions Europeans judged to be "against nature" 
such as Malays' perceived violence and treachery, and carelessness of their own or other 
human lives. 178 For nearly a thousand years from 710 when the Moors began to raid 
Spain to the 1683 siege of Vienna, with the exception of the Spanish Reconquista 
culminating in the Conquest of Granda in 1492, it had appeared impossible to stem the 
advancing tide of the Muslim invasion of Europe. As Bernard Lewis has pointed out: 
In the early centuries it was a double threat - not only of invasion and conquest, 
but of conversion and assimilation. 
Furthermore, Lewis claims that fear of Islam was the driving force for early European 
scholarly interest in Arabic and Islamic studies. 179 Tales of the barbarity of the Moors of 
Spain and the Barbary pirates of the Mediterranean180 who in their forays had even 
reached the shores of England circulated widely. Similarly, there was a common and 
176 For a discussion of the " indolence"; see Appendix I, Carroll, 2002, pp 15-20. 
177 Raffles, (1830)1991, p. 255. 
178 Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. ii, Book XXIV, sect. 3, p. 29: "the Mahommedan princes incessantly 
give or receive death". Montesquieu, ( 1748)2002, V. i, Book Ill , sect. 9, p. 26: "fear is necessary in a 
despotic government .. . Persons capable of setting a value upon themselves would be likely to create 
disturbance. Fear must therefore depress their spirits, and extinguish even the least sense of ambition". 
179 Lewis, 1993, pp. 12-20. 
180 Raynal, 1777, V. iii, p. 365, noting that the: "Tyrant of Morocco insolently sports with the liberties 
and lives of his subjects". Raynal, 1777, V. iii, p. 367, goes on to what might be achieved if the European 
maritime powers combined to conquer: "This race of pirates, these sea monsters, [who] would be changed 
into men by salutary laws, and examples of humanity". 
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very resilient stereotype for all Tartars, Turkish or otherwise, and Marco Polo's account 
of the Tartars of China was discredited. In 1818 Marsden could write: 
It was thought by them [the doubters] a paradox, that whilst the Western world 
was overrun and desolated by tribes whom animosity and terror painted as still 
more savage than they actually were, other tribes of the same nomadic race ... 
should be found to live under a regular government [and] ... to have become 
the constituent part of a splendid and highly civilised empire181 
Ongoing debates in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century about Tartars and 
Tatars [sic] have echoes of the same prejudice that is the subject of Marsden's 
comment. 182 Tartar hordes, as vassals of the Ottoman Empire, were, although the last to 
be removed, just one of many very real threats to Christian Europe. It was only in 1783, 
the year Marsden published his History of Sumatra, that the Russians regained the 
Crimea from the Tatar khans and the last Islamic ruler was removed from "Christian" 
Europe. 183 
Although European traders in the East had replaced Muslim invaders in the West, 
throughout the eighteenth century an ingrained mistrust of Islam remained close to the 
surface. For Europeans, the legacy of 900 years of Islamic ascendancy was many faceted. 
Respect for Arabian scholarship vied with repugnance for an inveterate enemy. It was a 
popular trope that the countries of the Levant were advanced civilisations given over to 
the pursuit of luxury when Britons were still daubed in woad. 184 When eighteenth century 
philosophers brought the laws of climate to bear upon questions of differences in 
religion prejudices towards Islam were given a "rational" base. It was reasoned that 
people's behaviour depended upon the environment in which they lived. Similarly 
religious systems were said to be shaped by climate: 
in barren countries, subject to inundations and volcanos, [religious systems] have 
ever had a tincture of cruelty, and have always been of a milder caste in countries 
181 The Travels of Marco Polo, 1818, p. xxv, includes Marsden's Tatar/ Tartar commentary. 
182 The Travels of Marco Polo, 1818, pp. xxxxviii-lii. 
183 Although there were still Ottomans in the Balkans until the early twentieth century. 
184 Marsden, 1783, p. 49: "the high antiquity universally allowed to Asiatic nations ... (is) manifestly 
surpassed by people who compared with them, are of very recent date [e.g. the British)". 
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more favoured by nature. They take their character from the climate where they 
are formed. 185 
The "characters" of those inhabiting the Frigid and Torrid Zones were held to be 
adversely affected by their situation. 186 According to the well accepted "doctrine of the 
happy mean",187 the moderate or middle course followed by those living in the temperate 
zone was clearly preferred. Despite lingering respect for a culture the beauty of whose 
artefacts was unquestioned, the Oriental monarch as tyrannical despot was a well 
established eighteenth century trope. 
The sexual appetites of "southern nations" or "savages" received considerable airing in 
the later eighteenth century and were regarded as symptomatic of the range of ills that 
plagued the Islamic state. Montesquieu's seraglio images pervaded the discourse. 188 
Islamic nations were associated with despotism and with the most "dissolute manners" 
and the worst forms of debauchery: 
Love is with them [the Moguls] a shameful and destructive excess, 
consecrated by religion. by the laws, and by government. 189 
Images of "shameful and destructive excess" dominated Western views oflslamic 
nations. While sexual impulses or "love" were regarded as universal (or innate) among 
mankind, images of "moderate (temperate) northern nations" were contrasted with the 
undisciplined passion of the (torrid) southern (or tropical) nations. 190 Montesquieu wrote 
that Asia had no temperate zone. Moreover, weak nations are contiguous to strong and 
those who are "indolent, effeminate, and timorous" are conquered by the strong 
nations. 191 Presumably also for this reason behaviour in the East was never "moderate". It 
185 Rayna!, 1777, Y. i, p. 331. 
186 Kiernan, 1969, p. 205, has noted this as a tendency continuing even today: "Our feelings about a 
country are always coloured by its climate". 
187 Reminiscent of the physical Jaws governing the movement of a pendulum or balance where the 
'perfect' state is equilibrium or harmony. 
188 Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. i, Book II, sect. 5, p. 18: "The more extensive the Empire, the larger the 
seraglio, and the more voluptuous the prince". 
189 Rayna!, 1777, V. ii, p. 299. 
190 Raynal, 1777, V. ii, p. 299: "In every country, love is the ruling passion, but it is not equally strong in 
every climate. While northern nations are moderate in their desires, the southern ones indulge in them with 
a degree of ardour, superior to every restraint". 
191 Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. i, Book XVII, sect. 3, p. 266: " In Asia the strong nations are opposed 
to the weak; and the warlike, brave, and active people touch immediately upon those who are indolent, 
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was regarded as self-evident that the influence of moderate and temperate Europeans 
could be only beneficial. Nicolas Boulanger's Recherches sur l'origine du despotisme 
oriental is an introduction and key to the Spirit of Laws that reinforced the perception 
that all Asian polities were despotic tyrannies. 192 Boulanger identified "the East" or Asia 
as the seat of the world's political and religious ills. Europe, by virtue of a favourable 
climate, was able to resist contamination: 
whence by a special energy of the soil, the Asiatic superstitions, which had 
been wafted thither, have been gradually driven back, to make room for the 
appearance of reason and her peaceful sway. 
History, it was claimed, "sheweth Asia to us at all times immersed in indolence and 
thraldom'.~with cruelty, idolatry and superstition the inevitable results. Moreover, 
millenarianism was rife with its ideas of "every delicious enjoyment ... [which] no doubt 
... suggested to Mahomet the idea of his voluptuous paradise". 193 Thus Boulanger, who 
was quoted by Forrest, 194 characterised Islam as derivative and decadent and this view 
coloured Europe's perception thereafter. 
Europeans made no serious attempt to portray Islamic rulers in the Malay Peninsula and 
Archipelago as other than petty and local dictators, and this attitude still prevailed 
through the nineteenth century, with rulers being labelled feudal. 195 Europeans denigrated 
effeminate, and timorous; one must, therefore, conquer, the other be conquered. In Europe, on the 
contrary, strong nations are opposed to the strong; and those who join each other have nearly the same 
courage". 
192 Recherches was published in 1762 (after Montesquieu's death). It was titled The origin and progress 
of despotism. In oriental, and other empires, of Africa, Europe, and America in the English translation 
published in 1764 as an introduction and key to Spirit of laws and to prove "that sublime author" 
Boulanger, (1762) 1764, p. 280) Montesquieu's intuitive perception of the east was factually correct. 
Boulanger provided evidence to show that theories and deductions of The Spirit of Laws concerning the 
Eastern origins of despotism and tyranny agreed with historical facts. 
193 Boulanger, (1762)1764, p. 178; pp. 8, 83. 
194 Forrest, 1779, p. 369, gave his own translation of the passage that appears in Boulanger, (1762)1764, 
pp. 121-122. The Recherches was read by Forrest (in French) and no doubt by Marsden also. 
195 Logan, I 847a, V. l, pp. 17-18: "The Malayan princes of the present day, retaining all the feudal 
attachment and homage of their subjects ... have almost every where sunk into indolent debauchees and 
greedy monopolists, and, incited by their own rapacity and that of the courtiers who surround them, drain 
and paralyse the industry of their people". 
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the civil institutions of Islamic polities, or rather the way that believers could tolerate a 
corrupt legal system, 196 and recounted that even in the sacred city of Mecca: 
Their religion is Mahometism, and [they] are superstitiously rigid in their Way, 
but abominable Hypocrites; for, in their Promises, which they seldom keep, 
with lifted up Eyes, they call on God to be Witness to their Sincerity: But in no 
Part of the World is Justice bought and sold more publickly than here. 197 
European portrayals oflslamic doctrines were rarely approving. They knew enough 
about them, either through reading or from experience, to judge Islam as practised by the 
Malays as flawed. 198 While condemning archipelagic (syncretic) versions of the faith 
partly because of their differences from the "classical" Islam of Arabia, Europeans 
mainly objected on the grounds of "superstition", and of"decadence", which, as 
discussed in Chapter IV, were characterised by excesses considered the essence of "bad 
taste".199 For example in the early eighteenth century, religious practices of Johor Malays 
were described as follows: 
In Religion they are heretical Mahometans, and are supplied with Priests from 
Surat; but the Sieds are in most Esteem among them. They are great Lovers of 
Praying and Preaching, and frequent their Mosques very often, and look very 
devout; but their Practices are the most irreligious and immoral of any People I 
know.200 
Not only was the written word powerful, but the Arabic script itself, the script of the 
Qur 'an, was also an indication of status. It was also significant in writing the laws: 
Islam, in other words, was part of a cultural invasion (or was actually 
innovative) which included [a?] language and philosophy of dependence.201 
Jawi, the modified Arabic script used to represent Malay, linked Muslims throughout 
the region: it was used for Islamic texts, and in correspondence and for their records 
(such as genealogies)202 by rulers from all over the Archipelago. Undoubtedly the power 
196 M. B. Hooker, 1983, p. 160: "Law is at the heart of Islam; this is a proposition which has been 
generally accepted within the ranks of the Unbelievers as well of course as of the Believers". 
197 Hamilton, 1727, V. i, p. 48, the quotation continues: "and the Judge, who is generally the Governor of 
the Place, whilst he is passing unjust Sentences, looks as grave as an old Cat, declaiming against 
Partiality". 
198 Milner, 1983, p. 23: "A wide range of political and religious ideas were incorporated in medieval 
Islam. The South-East Asian rulers adopted some of these ideas". 
199 Ellen, 1983, p. 64, for his comments on accommodation. Wilkinson, ( 1906) 1957, p. 12: "Keramat ... 
is essentially a term introduced for the purpose of giving an orthodox Mussulman appearance to things that 
generally appertain to primitive non-Muhammadan superstitions". 
200 Hamilton, 1727, V. ii, p. 95. 
201 M.B. Hooker, 1983, p. 161. 
202 Forrest, 1979, to face p. 236, includes ajawi version of the Sultan ofSulu's genealogy. 
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of the written word was a factor that contributed to the amazing degree of cultural 
uniformity observers noted throughout the Archipelago.203 The Malays' literacy 
impressed Europeans. They might be sceptical about the piety of"Tuan Hadjees'', who 
wore "a large turban and wide sleeves'', could always command respect, and were never 
"reduced to beggary", and justice that was "publickly bought and sold" as noted above.204 
Yet English merchants, traders, and officials preferred dealing with a stable and rational, 
though archaic, political system, and not with "godless" barbarians. Thus, in the 
Archipelago, followers of a revealed religion were judged more humane than the 
pagans,205 whereas J.R. Logan, a comparative philologist strongly influenced by Marsden, 
in 184 7 found the "pagan Malay" tribes more attractive than the more civilised Malays.206 
It was not until 1878 that a rare voice recommended the Straits Branch of the Royal 
Asiatic Society undertake the special study of Malay Islam as a fruitful and rewarding 
line ofresearch and advocated a more perceptive attitude towards Islam.207 
"Malay" Treachery 
Although the "Malays" had been regarded as probably the most formidable opponents in 
the Archipelago around the 1780s fear of the "treacherous Malay" was being replaced by 
203 Hooker and Proudfoot, 1996, New York, p. 58: "Malay was the main language of Muslim discourse 
among Southeast Asians ... "; pp. 71-72: "The consistency of the written ... [script] was maintained by the 
intensity of regional networks. These were not just political relations, though these were intimate enough. 
More important were commercial and above all religious networks, with pilgrims, advanced students, and 
scholars moving about the archipelago and travelling to Mecca .... Malay manuscript writing was a local 
eddy in the ocean of Arabic scribal practice". 
204 Forrest, 1779, pp. 57-58. 
205 Forrest, 1779, p. 375: Before I leave this people, 1 must mention, with whatever reluctance, one thing 
said about them that speaks the barbarity of those who have had no revealed religion. Jewish or Christian, 
Mahometan or Jentoo. When the Oran Tedong get into their hands many prisoners, to secure themselves, 
they will lame some of the stoutest; nay leave them on perhaps a little sandy island, (of which are many in 
the Sooloo archipelago, among the Philippines) till they be at leisure to fetch them. Nor do they stick at 
breaking the limbs of their captives, in cowardly fear of their own. So justly do the Moors despise them for 
Barbarians. 
206 Logan, 1847a, V. i, p.17: "Freed from the repellent prejudices and artificial trappings of Hindu and 
Mahomedan civilization, we see in the man of the Archipelago more that is akin than the reverse to the 
unpolished man of Europe". Logan, owner/editor of Journal of the IAEA, is discussed in Chapter V. 
207 Hose, 1878, p. 8: " I expect there is as much difference in the ideas of religion held by a Mussulman of 
the West and an average Malay, as between those held by Mr. Spurgeon and the Pope of Rome. There 
could hardly be a more interesting study, than that of the special developments oflslam that are to be met 
with among the Malay race, both as to religious belief and moral practice." The first such study was 
Archer's work on Sufism which appeared in 1937 (JMBRAS, No. 129). 
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dread of the Ilanun (or Iranun). 208 Malay cultural imperatives in the context of economic 
change appear to have encouraged a climate of maritime aggression in the seventeeth 
century, but evidence suggests that by the eighteenth century piracy was sanctioned for 
all levels of Malay society with "violence, adat and trade" inextricably linked.209 Thus 
strong and adverse indigenous responses to European presence, however casual, to 
engender fear of the coastal inhabitants of the Archipelago who were loosely described 
as "Malays". These were the ideas Marsden encountered. 
According to eighteenth-century philosophies, inhabitants of the temperate zone, 
whether savage or civilised, were strong, vigorous, and brave, 210 and those of the Torrid 
Zone were expected to be weak and "timorous".2 11 Any evidence to the contrary was 
ascribed to "moral causes". While nations in the temperate zone would have the 
necessary zest and energy to defend their liberty successfully, or to regain their liberty if 
once lost,212 the indolence "inspired" by hot climates would be "an invincible obstacle" to 
the "great revolutions and vigorous oppositions" required to overthrow tyranny and 
d~spotism. 213 The strength of received ideas on the necessary relation between climate 
and moral attributes, and European views on the "universality" of laws of human 
behaviour,214 reinforced Europeans' perception that Malays in the eighteenth century 
were violent and treacherous, rather than valiantly defending their rights. Ferocity and 
courage can be two sides of the one coin, but if enemies have different rules of 
208 Warren, 200 I, p. 44, notes that Iranun raids increased in frequency and ferocity around the 1780s and 
continued to the mid-nineteenth century. 
209 Barnard, 2001, p. 342; and see Raffles, (1830) 1991, p. 46, concerning the island ofRiau. 
210 Robenson, 1777, V. i, p. 415: "In surveying the rude nations of America, this natural distinction 
between the inhabitants of the temperate and torrid zones is so remarkable .... The natives of the temperate 
zone are the only people in the New World who are indebted for their freedom to their own valour". 
211 Montesquieu, (1748)2002, Book XIV, sect. 2, p. 222: "The inhabitants of warm countries are, like old 
men, timorous; the people in cold countries are, like young men, brave". See also Appendix I for 
discussion in Carroll, 2002, pp. 25-28. 
212 As Rayna!, 1777, V. i, p. 56, pointed out, this was because the operation of cold upon the body would 
"brace the nerves, raise a spirit ofresolution and activity". 
213 Rayna!, 1777, V. ii, p. 299. 
2 14 Cf. Montesquieu, (1748) 2002, V. ii, Book XXIV, sect. 3, p. 29: "The religion of the Christians 
renders their Princes less timid, and consequently less cruel ... we shall see we owe to Christianity, in 
government, a certain political law; and in war, a certain law of nations - benefits which human nature can 
never sufficiently acknowledge". 
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engagement there can be no real meeting of minds. Warlike enemies were respected. 
While ferocity, violence and cunning all played their part in forming "treacherous 
Malay" stereotypes, it was the Malay ability to dissemble, and therefore to deceive 
Europeans about their real intentions and feelings, that seemed to contribute most 
strongly to beliefs that Malays could not be relied upon or trusted in any circumstance. 
Malay "deceit" consisted of "inscrutable" and therefore unpredictable behaviour. This 
lay close to the heart of European complaints of Malay treachery on the high seas or in 
ports. 
Seafarers experienced both deceit and violence. Alexander Hamilton, ( 1689-173 ?), was a 
sea captain, country trader215 and sometime employee of the East India Company, whose 
accounts support well-recognised local notions of "the Malay" as treacherous and 
devious.2 16 Hamilton was familiar with a range of Archipelago peoples, referring to the 
"Natives [of Bali] who are daring and bold, even to desperation", the "pretty well 
civilized" natives of the "south side" of Java and "the Bugis, a fierce, desperate 
people". 217 Although he would have encountered the more eastern peoples while in 
Sumatra, Java and the Peninsula, much of Hamilton's knowledge of the Archipelago 
eastward of Java came from the Dutch who shared his views of the principal stereotypes 
of indolence218 and treachery. 21 9 Forrest, who sailed Indian waters since the 1750s, wrote: 
215 A captain who undertook local trading voyages on his own behalf and not the Company's. 
216 Hamilton's book was known to Marsden and his contemporaries, and was quoted by Marsden in 
edition of The Travels of Marco Polo, 1818. 
217 Hamilton, 1727, p. 150; p. 73: "The people of (Kedah) are deceitful, covetous, and cruel"; p. 75, in 
Perak: "the inhabitants are so treacherous, faithless [i.e. unreliable] and bloody, that no European Nation 
can keep Factories there with Safety"; p. 121: "The natives of island [of Bangka) are, as most other 
Malayas (sic), very treacherous, Inhumane and inhospitable to Strangers"; p. 126: he similarly described 
the peoples of the east coast of Sumatra at Airbangis; p. 113: "who make small account of murdering 
strangers"; p. 126, near Diamond Point: "there is a fine deep River, but not frequented, because of the 
Treachery and bloody Disposition of the Natives". Hamilton, 1727, pp. 68 and 159, also referred to 
"Malay freebooters" (or pirates). 
218 Hamilton, 1727, p. 94, in Johore: "the inhabitants are lazy, indolent, perfidious and cruel"; p. 157: 
"(In] Trangano ... the ground is cultivated by the Chinese, for the lazy Malays cannot take the Trouble"; p. 
123: "Jambee ... produces only Pepper and Canes; and by the Laziness of the Inhabitants, there is hardly 
any of them procurable". 
219 A Collection of Voyages, 1703, p. 193-94: "The Inhabitants of Java are naturally False, Malicious, and 
lovers of Murther; they spare no body's life when they are the strongest. ... They are so Revengeful, that 
97 
I have known many ... things to befall boats in Malay countries, where designing 
people, with a show of civility, entice the crew or commanding officers to be off 
their guard. 220 
He referred to Malay skills in dissembling their feelings, warning that "the Malays are 
sly and cunning".221 Forrest was passing on knowledge derived from hard won 
experience: 
I would advise Malay traders never to be off their guard, as I was, and to be most 
upon it when great civility is shown .... [and emphasised that the persons 
employed in acts of treachery] are the most abandoned, at the same time they are 
of smooth address, who, when the plot is ripe, direct their instruments how to 
act.222 
For his epic voyage to New Guinea in a native brig Forrest recruited a "Tuan Hadjee" 
related to the Sultan of Bachtian223 by way of protection against his Malay seamen.224 
Hawkesworth's 1773 Account of voyages ... in the southern hemisphere contributed to a 
generalised apprehension about native ferocity. It included an edited version of the 
journal of Philip Carteret (17??-1796), captain of the British naval exploratory vessel, 
The Swallow, for example, who had a number ofrisky encounters. Carteret pointed out 
that his vessel only survived a pirate attack because The Swallow, while looking like a 
merchantman, was very heavily armed for its size.225 Threatening behaviour of local 
inhabitants armed with "a kind of hangar called a cress" (widely regarded as the 
when they are wounded by their enemies, they have no rest till they have taken Vengeance of them, in 
killing them or dying themselves upon the spot". 
22° Forrest, 1779, p. 7. 
221 Forrest, 1792, pp. 4 7-48, described a plot concerted at Bass Harbour (in Kedah) to steal a boat by first 
poisoning and then assassinating the Captain, his European officers and passenger. Forrest, 1779, footnote, 
p. 114, cautioned those calling at Batoemongo village: "beware of misunderstandings. I would advise to 
trade on shore at the watering place; but rather give up a point than quarrel ... if a Malay prow is here, 
make the Noquidah [captain] your friend, as the Malays are sly and cunning". 
222 Forrest, 1792, p. 47. He also told of an assassin and his servant whom the assassin had arranged should 
smuggle a "cress" on board a ship of an English country captain in a betel box, concluding: "It is the 
general custom to disarrn the Malays when they come on board to trade, but who would suspect a beetle 
box?" 
223 Forrest, 1779, p. 7. Ishmael Tuan Hadjee was related to the Sultan ofBatchian, an island in Maluku. 
224 Forrest, 1779, p. 8: "I had one person of rank, education and good behaviour with me, Tuan Hadjee . 
. .. Without such a person I would have been in danger from the Malay crew; especially as I had property 
on board, to bear the cost of the voyage, victualling, &c". 
225 Hawkesworth, 1773, V. i, p. 626: "We knew this pirate to be a vessel which we had seen in the dusk of 
the evening, and we afterwards learned that she belonged to a freebooter, who had more than thirty such 
vessels under his command. The smallness of our vessel encouraged the attack, and her strength being so 
much more in proportion to her size, supposing her to be a merchantman, rendered it fatal". 
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signature weapon of the Malays) prevented him from wooding and watering the ship.226 
The very presence of a "Malay" vessel was thought "always dangerous for all 
Europeans". 227 Poivre wrote of "Malay treachery" with the authority of local and personal 
knowledge, and his reports of Malay audacity, repeatedly endorsed by seamen and 
voyagers from many nations of Europe, as well as by Raynal, have strong echoes from 
early Dutch accounts:228 
Malay boats, with twenty-five to thirty men, [who] have been known to board 
European ships of thirty or forty guns take possession of them and murder 
with their swords, great part of their crew. 229 
Poivre effectively disseminated his opinion of Malay ferocity230 and that it was: 
so well known to European companies, that they have universally agreed on 
prohibiting the captains of their ships ... from taking on board any seamen of 
that nation, except in the greatest distress.231 
226 Hawkesworth, 1773, V. i, p. 615: "In about two hours, however, we saw, with equal surprise and 
concern, many hundreds of armed men posting themselves in parties at different places among the trees, 
upon the beach abreast of the ship; their weapons were musquets, bows and arrows, long pikes or spears, 
broad swords, a kind of hangar called a cress, and targets ... These were not friendly appearances, and they 
were succeeded by others that were still more hostile; for these people spent all the remainder of the day in 
entering and rushing out of the woods, as if they were making sallies to attack an enemy ... sometimes 
shooting their arrows, and throwing their lances towards the ship; and sometimes lifting their targets, and 
brandishing their swords at us in a menacing manner". Although he could have fired on the men he 
concluded that it would have been to "no good purpose", because of the risks to any of his own men he 
might then send ashore for water. 
227 Koenig, 1894, p. 60. A native of Liv land or Livonia, now part of Lithuania and Estonia, Koenig had 
been a student of Linnaeus at the same time as Dr Solander (who accompanied Cook in the Endeavour). 
O'Brian, 1997, p. 162. In I 779 Dr. Jean Gerard Koenig (1728-1785), who had worked on the Indian 
subcontinent from 1768, reported that he had curtailed his visit to an island off the west coast of the Malay 
Peninsula because: "my researches were soon interrupted by the arrival of seven or eight Malay praus, 
whose neighbourhood is always dangerous for all Europeans". 
228 See, for example, A Collection of Voyages, 1703, p. 178: "The Sabandar seeing the opportunity 
favourable, made a great noise, drew his Poignard and cut Verbel's throat. His Men following his 
Example, killed John Schellinger and most of the Seamen that were upon the Deck, and wounding 
mortally all the rest, who suspecting no such thing, had no Arms to defend themselves". 
229 Poivre, (1768)1818, p. 43; cf. Poivre, (1786)1779, p. 57: "On a vu quelquefois de ces hommes 
atroces, embarques imprudemment en tres-pelit numbre, attaquer dans le moment qu' on y pensoit le moins, 
un vaisseau, le poignard a la main, & tuer beaucoup d'hommes avant qu'on put s'en rendre le maitre. On a 
vu des bateaux Malais, armes de 25 a 30 hommes, aborder hardiment des vaisseaux Europeens de 40 
canons, pour s'en emparer & masscrer avec le poignard une partie de I' equipage". 
230 Poivre, ( 1768) 1818, p. 42: "the most treacherous, ferocious people on the face of the earth"; cf. 
Poivre, (1768)1779, p. 56: "Ils parlent sans cesse d'ho1U1eur, de bravoure, & dans le vrai ils passent chez 
ceux qui les frequentent, pour le peuple le plus traitre & le plus foroce qu'il y ait sur la terre". Raffles, 
(1830) 1991, p. 255, argued Malay violence and piracy was "proofoftheir enterprize" and "good 
government alone is wanting to direct this spirit and enterprize". 
231 Poivre, (1768)1818, p. 42; Poivre, (1768)1779: "Compagnies Europeennes, qui sont etablies aux 
Indes, que toutes se sont accordees a faire un reglement qui defend aux Capitaines de leurs vaisseaux, qui 
vont dans Jes Isles Malaises. de prendre a bord aucun matelot de cette nation, ou tout ou au plus dans un 
extreme besoin, d'en prendre plus de deux ou trois". Cf. Raffles, (1830)1991 , p. 21. 
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Whereas Malays' actions may well have formed part of a broader (and consistent) 
strategy to ensure commercial or military advantage, Poivre implied Malays were not 
only treacherous but insincere and opportunistic when he described: 
their treaties of peace and friendship [as] never subsisting beyond the self-
interest which induced them [the Malays] to make them.232 
Malays were regarded as: 
More attached to the absurd laws of their pretended honor, than to those of justice 
or humanity ... [their] ferocity ... the Malais [sic] qualify under the name of 
courage.233 
and were condemned as hypocrites because they offended against Europeans principles 
of "justice and humanity" believed to be held in common by all members of the revealed 
religions. Malay pirates, who offended against European laws of person and property, as 
well as ignoring European "rules of engagement'', were branded as treacherous. 
The decline and fall of empires were attributed during the European Enlightenment 
principally to moral causes. 234 "Deceit" was a feature of Malay custom and manners 
that, from a European perspective, marked Malays as a nation "in decline" and was a 
symptom of the moral decadence which afflicted their formerly great empire after the 
loss of Melaka. While Raynal' s History may have helped spread the Malays' reputation 
for ferocity and treachery, that was not his purpose.235 He cited Malay ferocity and 
savagery as symptoms of a people in general state of decline caused by the evil effects of 
successive tyrannical regimes. He argued that Malays had begun as an "enslaved nation": 
under the dominion of an arbitrary [Malay] prince ... The Masters let out the 
services, or rather those of their dependents, for hire to the best bidder, 
regardless of the loss that agriculture would sustain for want of hands. They 
232 Poivre, (I 768)1818, p. 42; cf. Poivre, (1768) 1779: "Leux traites de paix & d' amitie ne durent jamais 
au-de la de l' interet qui Jes leur a fa it faire" . 
233 Poivre, (1768) 1818, p. 42; cf. the complete quotation, Poivre, (1768) I 770, p. 56-57: "Plus attaches 
aux loix insensees de leur pretendu honneur, qu'a celles de la justice & de l' humanite, on voit toujours, 
parmi eux, le fort attaquer le foible ... Ils sont toujours armes, & toujours en guerre entr'eux. ou occupes a 
piller Jeur voisins. Cette ferocite, que Jes Malais qualifient de bravoure, est si connue des Compagnies 
Europeennes". 
234 Barnard, 2001, p. 338, for example, that violence as a means of achieving status and respect became 
ingrained in the 18th century Siak notion of Malay identity. 
235 As noted in a footnote in the Introduction, Rayna! cited Poivre's Philosophical Travels in his History 
for Cochin China. The vocabulary suggests he also used it for his account of the Malays. 
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preferred a wandering and adventurous life, either by sea or land, to 
industry. 236 
Raynal's writing reflected contemporary philosophical concerns with analysing forms of 
government which promoted or denied political liberty. He shared the view that climate 
was of special significance and believed the climate of the Torrid Zone promoted 
"Oriental" tyranny and despotism. When Rayna! wrote of wrongs the Malays suffered, 
he juxtaposed their idyllic physical location (in the Torrid Zone) with their political 
situation (tyranny), of oppression and degradation: 
While nature has done everything in favour of the Malays, society has done 
them every possible injury. Such has been the influence of a tyrannical 
government, that the inhabitants of the happiest country in the universe have 
become remarkable for the ferocity of their manners .. . This enslaved nation is 
under the dominion of an arbitrary prince, or rather his twenty tyrants his 
representatives ... This turbulent and oppressive scene gave rise to universal 
savageness of manners.237 
Rayna! focused a hitherto generalised discourse of wicked and cruel oriental despotisms 
(discussed above) on the Malays, who .became the personification of all the ills that 
flowed from "Asiatic" forms ofreligion and government. He continued this theme, 
explaining that when Portuguese supplanted Malay rulers, the Malays who escaped 
lacked any form of governance and therefore sank to even lower depths: 
These people never go without a poniard [sic], which they call acrid [sic]. 
The invention of this murderous weapon seems to have exhausted all the 
powers of their sanguinary genius. Nothing is more to be dreaded than men 
armed with such an instrument. When they get on board a vessel, they stab all 
the crew at the time when no harm is suspected. Since their treachery has been 
known, all Europeans take care never to employ a Malayan sailor.238 
This summarises the tenor of works by men long resident in the East, as described above. 
Rayna! held that the Malays of Malacca, although originally piratical, had progressed and 
prospered under "the beneficial influence of a flourishing trade". The Malays, "having 
lost the spirit of commerce" under oppressive Portuguese and Dutch regimes, relapsed 
into "all the excesses of their violent character". As discussed in Chapter III, Marsden 
236 Rayna!, 1777, V. i, pp. 91-94. 
237 Rayna!, 1777, V. i, pp. 91-92. 
238 Rayna!, 1777, V. i, p. 94-95. Combatting prejudice against employing Malays as crew was one of 
Raffles' aims. 
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when wearing his "imperialist" hat argued that, unlike other European powers, the 
British benefited rather harmed the Malays. 
Pacific Exploration and its contribution to late eighteenth century discourse 
Eighteenth-century Pacific exploration brought new notions of "Malay" into European 
discourse and the realisation that "Malay" language speakers extended east beyond the 
Archipelago into the Pacific. This final section of Chapter I analyses data that fuelled 
this new perception and was the catalyst for Marsden's linguistic work. Seventeenth- and 
eighteenth-century Europeans were familiar with notions of a court language;239 hence a 
similar situation in the Archipelago was not unexpected. Malay, like French, was the 
recognised language of the courts and of diplomacy as a language and had a role familiar 
to Europeans of the time. Most Europeans with first hand knowledge and conditioned by 
their humanist background shared an inclusive view of the region.240 Sensitive to class 
difference, Europeans were not surprised to find the Malay language used or at least 
understood in every court, while the people generally (rakyat), 241 spoke another 
language.242 The Malay language was a linguafranca in the Archipelago (except for 
central Sumatra).243 Kaempfer wrote: 
239 This is well illustrated by botanist Carl Thunberg, who reported while travelling in France (Stuart, 
2002, p. 75): "it is highly disconcerting to note that the French language, held in such high esteem by the 
upper classes in Sweden and elsewhere, is spoken by both high and low members of society all over 
France". 
240 Sweeney, 1987, p. 53: "An examination of the works of Valentijn and Werdley reveals a view of the 
Malay language. literature. and people which, it would seem, was also to a large extent shared by, indeed 
derived from, the "Malays" themselves; a view which, on the literary level at least, emphasised the 
internationalistic [i.e. inclusive] rather than the ethnic aspects of being a Malay". Sweeney attributed their 
attitude to their classical background, but it was not exclusive to Dutch churchmen but the norm for most 
educated Europeans of the eighteenth century. 
241 Sutherland, 2001, p. 399. Forrest, 1779, p. 329: "The Sooloo tongue has a good deal of the Bisayan or 
Philippine mixed with it; also a little of the Magindano dialect, and some Malay words. The character is 
with some variation, the Arabic. The better sort speak Malay, and those who trade abroad, generally 
understand it. While the English were there in 1773, we conversed in Malay". 
242 Marsden, 1834a, p. 3: "In order to convey a correct idea of the language meant by Polynesian, and of 
the description of people with whom its dialects are in use, it may be proper, in the first instance, to notice 
... the French geographical terms", also Marsden, I 812b, p. I : "The Malayan ... language ... prevails 
throughout the very extensive portion of what is vaguely termed the East-Indies .... This great insular 
region may also not inaptly receive the appellation of Hither Polynesia" and Matheson, 1979, pp. 351-71. 
243 Banks, 1963, V. ii, pp. 222-23 quoted in footnote below. 
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the Malagan [Malayan] language which spread most all over the East, much 
after the same manner as formerly the Latin, and of late the French, did all 
over Europe. 244 
Valentyn245 also described Malay as a linguafranca, but wrote that the purest Malay was 
spoken in Melaka.246 From the mid-eighteenth century languages of the Asia-Pacific 
region came under "scientific" scrutiny. 
Physical characteristics in the scientific age 
Physical descriptions had become in the new scientific age an important component of 
linguistic research. Descriptions recorded by Pacific explorers were among data that, as 
discussed in Chapter II, Marsden used in formulating his Malayo-Polynesian thesis. Prior 
to the 1770s, there were relatively few physical descriptions of Archipelago peoples. 
Gradations of skin and hair colour very often went unremarked in earlier descriptions 
whereas post-1770 descriptions focussed on these and other anthropological aspects. 
Enlightenment-inspired scientific-navigators brought change, and for post-Linnaean 
observers hair-type became, and remained, scientifically significant.247 Rousseau's line of 
thinking on the scientific study of the nature of man influenced the way British as well as 
French explorers approached their task in the Pacific. In 1755, Rousseau advocated that 
scientific explorers should give attention not just to plants and stones but to "the study of 
Men and Manners".248 
244 Kaempfer, 1727, V. i, p. 93. This was quoted in Cook, 1784, Y. i, p. lxxii. Nevertheless not all 
eighteen century linguist agreed. Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. iv: "But the Zend, so far from having the least 
similitude to one of the most regular languages in the world has more the air ofa finguafranca, culled 
from the dialects of every surrounding country; grouped together with little pretension to grammatical 
propriety". 
245 Valentyn, (1724-1726)1884-1890, p. 52, perhaps following Kaempfer, noted that the Malay language 
was: "used through the whole of India, and in all Eastern countries, as a language understood everywhere 
and by every one, just as French or Latin in Europe, or as the Lingua Franca in Italy or in the Levant, to 
such an extent even that, knowing the language, one never will be at a loss". 
246 Opinions endorsed by Marsden, 1783, p.161: "The Malay language, which is original in the peninsula 
of Malaya, and has from thence extended itself throughout the eastern islands, so as to become the lingua 
franca of that part of the globe ... is understood on almost every part of the island". 
247 Boden Kloss, (1903) 1995, p. 215: "the hair ... is universally regarded as the most infallible indication 
ofrace among primitive peoples". 
248 Rousseau, (1755) 1761 , note 10, p. 234 (referring to text page 39): "We admire the Magnificence of 
some curious Persons, who at a great Expense have travelled themselves, or sent others to the East with 
learned Men and Painters, to take Drawings of Ruins, or decypher Inscriptions: But I am amazed that in an 
Age, in which Men so much affect useful and polite Leaming, there does not start up two Men perfectly 
united, and rich, one in Money, the other in Genius, both Lovers of Glory, and studious oflmmortality, one 
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Western descriptions of Archipelago peoples were not only very imprecise before 
Linnaeus but they were very subjective. Descriptions of complexion tended to differ 
according to whether observers had travelled from east, via the Hom or west around the 
Cape, and whether they had originated from northern or southern Europe. Since effective 
British settlement of Malay lands was developed by the Madras Presidency, expectations 
concerning Archipelago peoples for many East India Company servants were shaped by 
their previous experiences. Indian colonial knowledge provided the screen through 
which the East was filtered and its culture scrutinised. For British (and other Europeans) 
this "acclimatisation" not only permeated discussion of manners and culture but created 
an "educated" eye. British contact with the Archipelago had a long history, but after the 
mid-seventeenth century the British area of influence was concentrated in the western 
Archipelago. Despite early contact with Aceh, principal sites for East India Company 
activity were Banten and after 1685, Bengkulu. 
To Europeans from the Indian subcontinent, peoples beyond the Ganges seemed more 
Chinese than Indian whereas those who were more familiar with the Americas but not 
India observed no such resemblance. Early Pacific explorers who came via Cape Hom 
reported that the people were "white" or "like the Spanish".249 It is perhaps significant 
that Marco Polo, the first European to visit a Malay land (en route from China), omitted 
to describe any people of the region except the Andaman Islanders who were said to 
resemble "the canine species".250 Joao de Barros's statement that Peninsular maritime 
elites: 
of whom should be willing to sacrifice twenty thousand Crowns of his Fortune, and the other ten Years of 
his Life to make such a serious voyage round the World. as would recommend their Names to present and 
future Generations; not to confine themselves to Plants and Stones. but for once to study Men and 
Manners; and who, after so many Ages spent in measuring and surveying the House, should at last take it 
into their Heads to make themselves acquainted with the Inhabitants". (Note the 18th century sense of 
Curious as "Scientific or artistic interest; ... connoisseurship". 
249 Dalrymple, 1770-1771, V. ii, p. 94: "They are in general, brown, like the Spaniards; some were also 
found pretty black, and others quite white. There are others of reddish complexion as if burnt by the sun", 
from Jacob Roggeveen's 1722 account. 
250 The Travels of Marco Polo, (1953) c. 2000, p. 281. 
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were not natives of the land which they inhabit, but people who come from 
areas of China, because they imitate the Chinese in their appearance. their 
political system and their ingenuity in all mechanical work251 
was based on perceptions of Portuguese observers who came via the Cape of Good Hope 
and India. The British, for example, commonly described the converts from the 
subcontinent as "Black Christians''.252 Early in the century Valentyn wrote that Melaka 
Malays were: 
Of a rather pale hue and much fairer than other natives of India, also much 
kinder, more polite, neater in their manner of living, and in general so 
charming that no other people can be compared to them.253 
Alexander Hamilton, a contemporary of Valentyn, in his 1727 work provided relatively 
few and very brief comments on physical appearance. When his work moved beyond the 
Indian sub-continent, he described the Burmese, the first people encountered beyond the 
Ganges, but gave relatively little detail of physical appearance thereafter. Burmese or 
"Peguers" he described as follows: "There are few of their men fat, but plump, well-
shaped, of an olive-colour and well featured." He added, "The women are much whiter 
than the men. "254 
Dalrymple's advocacy of a program similar to that outlined by Rousseau may have 
come from his reading of Rousseau or De Brosses. Dalrymple, however, had a specific 
purpose in mind. When drawing up his maps, he experienced a multitude of problems 
with data from journals of explorers, especially those who worked before the 
chronometer's invention. He recommended that, besides charting the coasts and 
collecting information on landfalls, data on the people, including skin and hair type, 
would provide cross-checks on location. Comparative observation, gradations and 
251 Reid, 2001 , p. 299. 
252 Hamilton, 1727, V. i, p. 282: "[At Mangulore] the Portugueze have a Factory for Rice ... and a pretty 
large Church, because great Numbers of black Christians reside there". Hamilton, 1727, V. ii, p. 167, the 
Bishop of Siam induced some of Hamilton's: "seamen who were black Christians [from India], to leave 
my ship at Siam". 
253 Valentyn, ( 1724-1726) 1890, p. 52, quoted in a footnote above .. 
254 Hamilton, 1727, V. ii, p. 50. There are no other descriptions of the archipelago peoples except V. ii, 
p. 62, where he noted that the Minangkabau people were "whiter" than other peninsular tribes. Physical 
descriptions of mainland nations were included, for example, Hamilton, 1727, V. ii, p. 215 of 
"Tonquiners"; V. ii, p. 283 of the dress ofthe"Chinese"; presumably because of their relative novelty. 
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degrees of difference gained scientific significance, and Europeans became more attuned 
to difference and thus gradually became "racially" aware. Joseph Banks commented in 
1770 that few people were "used to consider attentively the colours of different Nations" 
and that he had never considered the matter before visiting Tahiti.255 Hair-type was used 
as an important category of distinction by explorers on Cook's second Pacific voyage. 
They found that languages, appearance and culture of the " lank haired" peoples were 
related, but differed from those of the "woolly" and "crisp" haired peoples. Yet Forrest, 
who had been in the region since the 1750s, writing in the late 1770s, still provided only 
brief physical descriptions to identify "Papuas" and other peoples encountered. Before 
the publication ofMarsden's History, Forrest's discussion of Malays as a people relied 
principally on cultural characteristics such as dress and manners. 
Linguistic Pioneers 
The scientist-navigators of the Pacific can be counted among the pioneers of 
comparative linguistics: they realised that languages spoken by (Polynesian) "Indians" of 
the eastern and central Pacific were all related. The first two British Navy Pacific 
expeditions (led by Byron and Wallis respectively) as well as Cook's Endeavour 
expedition (1768-1771) had returned shortly before Marsden left England.256 He was at 
255 Banks, 1963, V. ii, p. 124, described the Australian aborigines thus: "As for colour they would 
undoubtedly be calld blacks by any one not used to consider attentively the colours of different Nations; 
myself should never have thought of such distinctions had I not seen the effect of Sun and wind upon the 
natives of the South sea Islands, where many of the Better sort of people who keep themselves close to 
home are nearly as white as Europeans, while the poorer sort, obligd in their business of fishing &c to 
expose their naked bodies to all the inclemencies of the Climate, have some among them but little lighter 
than the New Hollanders." Banks, 1998, footnote 15 p. 98: "Banks has added a marginal note to the 
manuscript (re this passage] 'Bougainvile [sic] 2 species' ". Banks, 1963, V. ii, p. 124, has an editor's 
footnote: " ... Banks has added to his passage on the South Sea Islanders a later marginal reference to 
Bougainville's observations that there seemed to be two races in Tahiti, one tall and impressive who, 'if 
they lived less in the sun, would be as white as we are' ; and the other shorter and as dark as mulattos -
though they had the same language, the same customs, and mixed without distinction. The taller men, 
Bougainville thought, were in the majority. His Ahutoru belonged to the darker, shorter people. Voyage, 
p. 214." 
256 The first expedition was led by Commodore Byron in the Dolphin, (sailed from the Downs 21 June 
1764, arrived in the Downs and landed in Deal the same day 9 May 1766). The second expedition was led 
by Captain Wallis in the Dolphin (sailed from [Chatham] 26 July 1766 arrived in the Downs 20 May 1768) 
Captain Carteret in the Swallow left Plymouth in company of the Dolphin (22 August 1766, reached 
Spithead 20 February 1769). Lieutenant Cook led the third expedition. 
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Bengkulu when accounts of these first three Pacific voyages were published, but it was 
the voyage of the Endeavour that "changed the concept of exploration from historical 
analysis to scientific investigation".257 The linguistic and sociological content of the 
Endeavour voyage account enabled Marsden to identify features that linked Archipelago 
and Pacific peoples. 258 The comparative vocabularies, particularly important for 
Marsden's work,259 brought Malays and the Malay language into scholarship's orbit. 
Over the next ten years there was much speculation on the origins of these peoples of 
Oceania and their possible ancient connections with nations west of New Guinea. The 
following briefly surveys the linguistic data, scholarly opinion, and perceptions to which 
Marsden was responding when he presented his theories to a metropolitan audience in 
March 1780.260 Marsden's theories were later published in his paper, "Remarks'', which 
is discussed in Chapter II. Tracing the "original tribe" was a matter of contemporary 
importance and contributions that the study of comparative languages could make were 
well known.261 
The Endeavour Voyage 
Hawkesworth's Account of the Endeavour voyage was based on manuscript journals by 
Cook262 and Banks (and Solander).263 Hawkesworth prefaced remarks on methods of 
collecting vocabularies by noting that: 
[since] this is an object of great curiosity, especially to the learned, and of 
great importance in their researches into the origin of the various nations that 
257 A.S. Cook, 1996, p. 39. 
258 As the Introduction notes, published accounts of Cook's voyages inspired Marsden to write a history 
rather than a poem. For Marsden's treatment of archipelago-Pacific links, see Chapter III. 
259 Cook, 1968, p. 398-99 has vocabularies for New Holland and; p. 286-87, the Pacific . Cook included 
these (based on Banks etc) because they were significant to the purpose of his journal. Thus, the New 
Holland vocabulary, when compared to existing lists for New Guinea, provided proof that they were 
unconnected. All vocabularies published in Hawkesworth were taken from Banks' material; see Appendix 
XI. For the 2nd voyage, further vocabularies were published by Cook and J.R. Forster. 
260 Marsden may not have sighted Cook's I 777 journal before he returned to London. 
261 Hence the attention from the explorers. Comparative philology is further discussed in Chapter II. 
262 Hawkesworth, 1773, p. iv. Cook's and Banks' mss were not published until 1962 and 1968 
respectively. 
263 Banks passed all his material " relative to the adventures" to Hawkesworth in the belief that he would 
not have time to do it justice before he left for the second voyage (Banks, I 963: V. ii, p. 328-29). 
According to Marsden, 1838, p. 26, this material also included Dr Solander's journals etc. 
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have been discovered, we took some pains to bring away such a specimen as 
might, in a certain degree, answer the purpose. 264 
Cook265 and scholars of the Endeavour party were as conscious as Hawkesworth of the 
value and implications of their work in this area.266 A Tahiti vocabulary published by the 
French explorer, Louis Antoine Bougainville, in the account of his voyage (1766-69) 
first brought the Malay connection to notice.267 The 1772 edition of his journal reported 
that M. Court de Jebelin, a French linguist at the Academy of Rochelle, had identified an 
affinity between Tahitian and Malay, and suggested the South Seas Island peoples had an 
East Indies origin.268 This was the first eighteenth century scholarly published linking of 
the languages and people of the South Seas with a known language and a possible seat of 
origin. An English edition of the first edition of Bougainville's account, translated by 
J.R. Forster, who travelled with Cook's second Pacific voyage, was potentially 
influential. Although the Endeavour party were speculating on possible origins of the 
South Sea peoples and their language as early as August 1769, the explorers had not yet 
postulated a Malay connection. 269 
264 Hawkesworth, 1773, V. iii, p. 645-46 (August 1770). The above quote introduces notes on method 
taken from Banks: "It cannot be supposed that we should know much of their language; yet ... we took 
some pains to bring away ... a specimen. I shall now give an account how it was procured. lfwe wanted to 
know the name of a stone, we took up a stone in our into our hands, and as well as we could, intimated by 
signs that we wished they should name it: the word that they pronounced upon the occasion, we 
immediately wrote down. This method, though it was the best we could contrive, might certainly lead us 
into many mistakes; for if an Indian was to take up a stone, and ask us to name it, we might answer a 
pebble or a flint: so when he took up a stone, and asked an Indian the name of it, he might pronounce a 
word that distinguished the species and not the genus ... Several of us contrived, at different times, to get 
from them as many words as we could, and having noted them down, compared our lists". Cf. Banks, 
1963, V. ii, p. 136. 
265 Cook ( 1968, pp. 286-87) in March I 770, wrote: "But nothing is so great a pro ff [sic] of they all having 
had one source as their Language which differs but in a very few words the one from the other, as will 
appear from the following specimen". 
266 ln using "curious" (for etymology see footnote above) Hawkesworth meant it was significant, not odd 
as it would be read today. For example, in a draft of an official letter to Joseph Banks (1963 , Y. ii, p. 355) 
June, 1772: " I hope for the advantage of the curious part of Mankind, [i.e. the intellectuals] your zeal for 
distant voyages will not yet cease". 
267 Bougainville's journal was published in 1771, after the Endeavour had left England. 
268 Bougainville, 1772, pp. 434-5: "On est done en droit de conc/ure que ces peuples ant une origine 
commune ... la langue de Taiti a la grande analogie avec Malais, & consequemment que la plupart des 
iles de la mer du Sud ont ete peuplees par des emigrations sorties des !ndes orientates". This important 
passage appears in the preface to M. Pereire's "Observations" on the pronunciation of Tahitian. 
269 The British Pacific explorers embarked equipped with ships' logs from earlier expeditions, published 
journals, travel accounts and vocabularies compiled by their Portuguese, Dutch and English predecessors. 
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By August 1769, the explorers had discussed the languages encountered at Tahiti and 
other South Sea Islands and Banks had compared their vocabularies with those recorded 
by earlier explorers of the region, including one vocabulary said to have come from New 
Guinea.21° Cook was personally (though not publicly) convinced that the direction of 
migration was from west to east271 and may have originated in the East Indies.272 By 
March 1770 after the discovery of New Zealand the party had again speculated on 
possible directions of migration273 in connection with their discussion of the South Sea 
Islands and New Zealand,274 and Hawkesworth recorded the consensus view: 
But supposing these [New Zealand] islands, and those in the South Seas to 
have been peopled originally from the same country, it will perhaps for ever 
remain a doubt what country that is: we were, however. unanimously of the 
opinion, that the people did not come from America, which lies to the 
eastward; and except that there should be a continent to the southward in a 
moderate latitude, it will follow they came from the westward. 275 
Banks was not surprised when he later found these connections extended to the Eastern 
Isles. At Savu, in the Timar Sea the explorers used Portuguese and although the 
270 Banks, 1963, V. i, pp. 370-372; Comparative Table, V. i, p. 371; see Appendix XI. 
271 Cook, 1968, August 1769, (pp. 147-161); p .154, on 9 August 1769, the entry reads: "In these Proes 
... these people sail ... from Island to Island for several hundred leagues, the Sun serving them for a 
compass by day and the Moon and Stars at night. When this come to be prov'd (which I have now not the 
least doubt of) we shall be no longer at a loss to know how the Islands lying in those Seas came to be 
people' d, for ifthe inhabitants ofUleitea have been at Islands laying 2 or 300 Leagues to the westward of 
them it cannot be doubted but that the inhabitants of those western Islands may have been at others as far 
to the westward of them and so we may trace them from Island to Island quite to the East Indias [sic]" . 
Cook cancelled the words in brackets in the above passage out of his ms. 
272 Cook, 1968, pp. 417-425; for this period, 17-21 September 1770 for Savu Is., Cook has no mention of 
language. Similarly, Cook, 1968, pp. 428-446, at Batavia (October 1770-16 January 1771); Cook, 1968, 
pp. 445-446, at Prince's Is. (6-I 6 January I 771 ). 
273 Banks, 1963, V. ii, p. 37: "From the similarity of customs, the still greater Traditions and the almost 
identical sameness of Language between these peoples and those of the Islands in the South Seas there 
remains little doubt they came from the same source ... at present I can say no more than that I firmly 
believe [sic] that it is to the Westward and by no means to the East". Parkinson, 1773, p. 125, (like Banks) 
suggests a west to east migration: "the migration was probably from New-Zealand to Otaheite; as the 
inhabitants of the fonner place were totally unacquainted with the use of bows and arrows till we first 
taught them; whereas the people of the latter island use them with great dexterity, having doubtless 
discovered the use of them by some accident after their separation". 
274 Hawkesworth 1773, V. iii, p. 473, for March 1770: "The similitude between these particulars [of 
custom, beliefs and artefacts in NZ] and in the South Sea Islands is a very strong proof that the inhabitants 
have the same origin; and that the common ancestors of both, were natives of the same country".Cook, 
1968, p. 288, for March 1770: "[the SE islanders and the New Zealanders] have had one Origin or Source 
but where this is, even time perhaps may never discover. It certainly is neither to the Southward nor 
Eastward for I cannot preswaid [sic] my self that ever they came from America and as to the Southern 
Continent I do not believe any such thing exists unless in a high Latitude". 
275 Hawkesworth, 1773, V. iii, p. 477. 
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inhabitants were thought to resemble Malays, 276 the (Polynesian) language was of no 
avail.277 Nevertheless vocabularies were collected with assistance from a Dutch 
official.278 When examination revealed similarities between Savu and South Seas 
languages, Banks remarked: 
The genius of it [Sa vu] seems much to resemble that of the South Sea Isles: in 
several instances the words are exactly the same and the numbers are 
undoubtedly derived from the same source.279 
Banks described Savuans' complexion as "well ting'd with brown" but since "the hair of 
both sexes is universally black and lank" 2R0 it would have been assumed that they 
belonged to the Tahitian family. 
The Malay language was apparently first discussed by the explorers at Prince's Island 
following their stay at Batavia.281 Evidently the Malay language of the Archipelago282 was 
regarded as a "corrupt dialect" of the "correct" Malay.283 Since Batavia was Endeavour's 
only landfall in Java, Banks' contact with either Malay or Javanese speakers was limited 
to merchants and seamen frequenting that cosmopolitan seaport. Banks' own 
276 Communication with the officials, both European and indigenous, had been in Dutch or German (with 
the official, Mr Lange), Banks, V. ii, p. I 73, or Portuguese (with the Raja) Hawkesworth V. iii, p. 672-73. 
The language of Savu was not immediately identified as related to Malay, nor included in a comparative 
table until Marsden did so. 
277 Hawkesworth, 1773, Y. iii, pp. 669-70 (17 September 1770): "Mr Gore ... was met by eight or ten of 
the natives, who, as well in their dress as their persons, verv much resembled the Malays: they were 
without arms, except the knives which it is their custom to wear in their girdles, and one of them had a jack 
ass with him: they courteously invited him ashore, and conversed with him by signs, but very little meaning 
of either party could be understood by the other". 
278 Hawkesworth, V. iii, pp. 702-703 (September 1770).The lists were based on vocabularies collected by 
both Banks and Solander. NLA mfm M68 l. 
279 Banks, 1963, V. ii, p. 174. Cf. Hawkesworth, 1773, V. iii, p. 702: "I shall only add a small specimen 
of [Savu] language, by which it will appear to have some affinity with that of the South Sea islands, many 
of the words being exactly the same, and the numbers manifestly derived from the same source". 
280 Banks, 1963, V. ii, p. 164. 
281 The discussion occurs in Hawkesworth 's 1773, p. 767ff. Chapter XV (i.e. XIII) entitled: "The Passage 
from Cape Town to Good Hope ... ". From the discussion as reported in Banks' journal it appears that 
Banks, So lander and Parkinson would have been participants. Parkinson's journal finishes with a brief and 
probably unfinished entry on Prince's Island. Cook's ms journals make no reference to such a discussion. 
282 Parkinson's Malay vocabulary (Parkinson, 1773, pp. 184-194) was entitled "A Vocabulary of the 
Malayan Language, as spoke at Batavia, usually called there the Low Malay". 
283 Banks, 1963, V. ii, p. 221: "many sorts oflndians are there (i.e. Batavia), who are either slaves made 
free or the descendants of such; they are altogether calld by the name of Oran Slam or Isa/am, a name by 
which they distinguish themselves from all other religions ... They are again subdivided into innumerable 
divisions, every country keeping themselves in some degree distinct from the rest". 
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observations as recorded in his journal coincided with Parkinson's research284 and 
confirmed popular European perceptions of Malay as a lingua franca. In the 
Hawkesworth version which follows, "here" means Batavia: 
The language that is spoken among all these people, from what place soever 
they originally came, is the Malay; at least it is a language so called, and 
probably it is a very [most] corrupt dialect of that spoken at Malacca. Every 
little island indeed has a language of its own, and Java has two or three, 
but this lingua franca is the only language that is now spoken here, and, as 
I am told, it prevails over a great part of the East Indies. A dictionary of 
Malay and English was published in London by Thomas Bowrey, in the year 
1701.285 
The bold in the above indicates sections from the description of Batavia in Banks' 
journal (given in the footnote below).286 In this, and the following quotation, 
Hawkesworth "improved" Banks, not only adding detail concerning Bowrey's 
Dictionary, but interpolating statements repeating the contemporary belief that Melaka 
was the "original" home of the Malays. This may have been to clarify ideas then held 
about "high or proper Malay'', which some Europeans, including Parkinson, believed 
originated in Malabar.287 When the passages concerning the visit to Prince's Island 
[Panaitan] in Hawkesworth's Account and Banks' journal are compared, there is more 
evidence of the editor's hand. Hawkesworth, in the following passage, has changed the 
sense so it reads as though referring to the whole Archipelago: 
They all speak the Malay language, though they have a language of their own, 
different both from the Malay and the Javanese288 ••• I have already observed, 
284 Parkinson, 1773, p. 183, defined Batavian Malay as a /inguafranca: "The general language spoken at 
Batavia is low Malay; ... This language ... may be compared to the Linl?ua-Franca, being a compound of 
several other languages; viz. of Malay, Portuguese, and those of the eastern isles". His enumeration ofthe 
peoples described as "Malay" was given earlier in this chapter. 
285 Hawkesworth, 1773, V. iii, pp. 752-753. (December 1770). 
286 Banks, 1963, V. ii, pp. 222-223, commenting on the freed (Muslim) slaves and descendants of freed 
(Muslim) slaves from throughout the archipelago living around Batavia wrote: "The language spoke 
among them is intirely Malay or at least so calld, for I believe it is a most corrupt dialect of that Language, 
for notwithstanding that Java has two or three, and almost every little Island beside its own language 
distinct from the rest, yet none use or I believe remember their own language; so that this Lingua Franca 
Malay is the onlv language you hear spoken in this neighbourhood, and I have been told a very large part 
of the Indies". The underlined sections in the Banks passage equate with the bold sections in 
Hawkesworth. 
287 Parkinson, 1773, pp. 195-197, lists the following which he collected in Batavia, "A Vocabulary of the 
Language spoken at Anjenga, on the coast of Malabar, called at Batavia the high or proper Malay". 
288 Hawkesworth, 1773, V. iii, p. 775: "Their own language they call Catta Gunung, the ianl?:uage of the 
mountains; and they say that it is spoken in the mountains of Java, whence their tribe originally migrated, 
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that several languages are spoken by the native Javanese, in different parts of 
their island; but when I say that the language of these people is different from 
the Javanese, I mean that it is different from the language which is spoken at 
Samarang, a place that is distant only one day's journey from the residence of 
the emperor of Java. The following is a list of conesponding words in the 
languages of Prince's Island, Javanese, and Malacca. 289 
In the headings for the word list, rather than "Malaccan", the word "Malay" as used by 
Banks has been preserved. The above passage is much more authoritative than Banks' 
original.290 Substituting the place name (Malacca) for the language (Malay) the editor, 
Hawkesworth, resonated with popular European perceptions that nation (or "race") was 
coextensive with language, and implied that the lingua franca the explorers were 
recording was Malay as spoken at Melaka, the seat of their former empire. The 
pervasiveness of the language throughout the Archipelago and peninsula, the 
phenomenon that led to its being described as a linguafranca, was noted by Banks291 
and Parkinson. Parkinson referred to the existence of other languages emphasisng that 
Malay was a "second language" for the "Malay" speakers he encountered at Batavia: 
Under this name [Malay] are comprehended many sorts of people ... all speak 
the low Malay, though their languages are different in their respective 
countries. 292 
During the expedition, because the explorers were aware that Malay was a linguafranca, 
they appear to have believed that any resemblance between the "indigenous" languages 
and Malay could be regarded as merely superficial and evidence of borrowings. Yet, but 
for the problem of Madagascar, the affinities identified between the South Sea and 
first to New Bay, and then to their present station, being driven from their first settlement by tigers, which 
they found too numerous to subdue". Their own language was Sundanese. 
289 Hawkesworth, 1773, V. iii, p. 775. See Appendix XI for Comparative Vocabulary Table of Numbers 
given at p. 777. 
290 Banks, 1963, V. ii, pp. 238-39: "Their language is different both from the Malay and Javan; they all 
speak Malay .... . What I call Javan is the language spoke at Samarang, a day's journey from the seat of 
the Emperor of Java. I have been told that there are several other languages upon the Island but those I had 
no opportunity of collecting words from, meeting with no one who could speak them". 
291 Banks, 1963, V. ii, p. 222-223 quoted in previous footnote. 
292 Parkinson, 1773, p. 178: "Under this name are comprehended many sorts of people, who come from 
Sumatra, Amboyna, Banda. and Ceram. Those that come from the coast of Malabar (sic) ... the Orang 
Bougees, or such as come from the island ofCelebes ... from Timor ... these, with all others from the 
Eastern isles, are, in general. called Malays; and all speak the low Malay, though their languages are 
different in their respective countries". This quotation was given in full in an above footnote. 
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Archipelago languages now suggested at the very least a commercial intercourse, or a 
common cultural background. 293 
Although a genuine affinity between the Madagascan and South Sea languages was 
rejected by Banks both at Tahiti in 1769 and again at Prince's Island in 1771, 
Hawkesworth, noting that "the native of Madagascar is black, and his head is not 
covered with hair, but wool" through editorial treatment kept the question open.294 
Banks' own journal for August 1769 records his early thoughts on possible Madagascar 
connections suggested by a list of numbers (that lacked the word for "five")295 from A 
Collection of Voyages undertaken by the Dutch East-India Company.296 Although Banks 
suspected that the Collection editors had been mistaken, he drew up a table comparing 
the Madagascar numbers with those of Tahiti, Cocos Isle (Pacific) and New Guinea. The 
similarity was remarkable, but he found the Madagascar connection "almost if not quite 
incredible".297 The "Malay" language connection, it appears, was not made until the party 
reached Prince's Island. The following passage in Banks Journal (dated January 1771) 
refers to his second table under the heading "Specimens of Language": 
The Madagascar language has also som[e] words similar to Malay, words ... 
From this similitude of language Between [sic] the inhabitants of the Eastern 
Indies and the Islands in the South Sea I should have venturd [sic] to 
293 Hawkesworth, 1773, V. iii, p. 778 and p. 777: "This similitude is particularly remarkable in the words 
expressing number, which at first sight seems to be no inconsiderable proof that the science at least of 
these different people has a common root. But the names of numbers in the island of Madagascar, are, in 
some instances, similar to all these, which is a problem still more difficult to solve." 
294 Marsden's confirmation of an affinity between the Malay and the Madagascan languages (discussed in 
Chapter II) was to be a most significant linguistic milestone. 
295 A Collection of Voyages, 1703, p. 116: "[The inhabitants of Madagascar} observ'd the Alcoran ... but 
have no particular Day appointed for the performance of their Devotions; for all Days are alike to them; 
nay they have not so much as distinguishing Names for them. They never reckon by the Year, Month or 
Week; and have only ten numbers which they call Issa, Rowe, Tello, Ejfat, Enning, Fruto, Wedo, Sidai, 
Seu/a; that is to say One Two &c". 
296 Banks, 1963, V. i, p. 371: "from a book calld a Collection of voyages of the Duch East India 
Company Lond. 1703". Marsden's Grammar (1812a, pp. xxxviii-xxxix) lists very few vocabularies for 
Madagascar, but notes a Madagascar-Malay comparative vocabulary was published in 1604. 
297 Banks, 1963, V. i, pp. 370-371: "It appears that the Languages given [in de BrossesJ as those of the 
Isles of Solomon and the Is le of Cocos are radicaly [sic} the identical same languages as those we met 
with, the greatest number of words differing little but the greater number of consonants. The languages of 
New Guinea and Moyse Isle have also many words Radicaly the same, particularly their Numbers .... That 
the people who inhabit this numerous range oflsles should have originaly [sic] come from one and the 
same place ... is in my opinion not at all past beleif[sicJ, but that the Numbers of the Island of Madagascar 
should be the same as all these is almost ifnot quite incredible". 
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conjecture much did not Madagascar interfere . . . and how any 
Communication can ever have been carried between Madagascar and Java ... 
is I confess beyond my comprehension - unless the Egyptian Learning running 
in two courses, one through Africa the other through Asia, might introduce the 
same words and what is still more probable Numerical terms, into the 
languages of people who never had any communication with each other.298 
But this point .. . I must leave to Antiquarians to discuss.299 
Banks' own vocabulary for Madagascar had been obtained in Batavia from a 
Madagascar-born Negro seaman.300 Banks was aware ofreceived ideas on language and 
recognised that larger issues were raised by his linguistic discoveries but, since he could 
not conceive how Malays would have reached the island (or vice versa) and understood 
the people of Madagascar to be negritos,301 relinquished the idea. Banks compiled three 
comparative lists at Prince's Island (January 1771). The first was for the numbers for 
Princes Island, Java and Malay, a second more general list included "South Sea" and the 
third list added Madagascar.302 These lists were reproduced in the Hawkesworth 
Account:303 
It is very remarkable that the Malay, the Javanese, and the Prince's Island 
language, have words, which, if not exactly similar to the corresponding words 
of the islands in the South Seas, are manifestly derived from the same 
source.304 
298 Hawkesworth 1773, V. iii, p. 779: "Possibly, however, the learning of ancient Aegypt might run in two 
courses, one through Africa, and the other through Asia, disseminating the same words in each, especially 
terms of number, which might thus become part of the language of people who never had any 
communication with each other". 
299 Banks, 1963, V. ii, p. 241. 
300 Banlcs, 1963, V. ii, p. 239. Parkinson, 1773, pp. 205-210, contains a more extensive vocabulary "Of 
the Language spoken by the People of Madagascar" which he obtained in Batavia. The similarities with 
Malay would have provided Marsden with further evidence of a c01mection. 
301 The Endeavour party (and Hawkesworth) must have been unaware of Kaempfer. A Collection of 
Voyages, 1703, p. 115: "The Inhabitants [of Madagascar] are black, strong, and well-shap' d. The Men 
have no other Cloaths but a Piece ofCallico ty'd about the middle of their Bodies, and the Women have 
piece of the same Cloth [sic] upon their Breasts". They are consistently referred to as either "savages" or 
"blacks" in the section on Madagascar. 
302 Banks, 1963, V. ii, pp. 238-240.; see Appendix XI. 
303 Hawkesworth, 1773, V. iii, pp. 775-777; see Appendix XI. There were vocabularies for Tahiti 
(Hawkesworth, 1773, Y. ii , pp. 229-30), New Holland (Hawkesworth, 1773, V. iii, pp. 646-4 7) and Savu 
(Hawkesworth, 1773, Y. iii, pp. 702-703) with physical descriptions of the peoples, their languages and 
accounts of their manners and customs. Cf. Banks, 1963, V. i, p. 37 1, 372-73, Tahiti; New Zealand 
(Banks, 1963, V. ii, p. 36); New Holland (Banks, 1963, V. ii, pp. 136-37); Savu (Banks, 1963,V.ii, p. 
174) and Prince' s Is. (Banks, 1963,V. iii, pp. 238-39, 240). 
304 Hawkesworth, 1773, V. iii, p. 776. With modifications in Hawkesworth ( eg Tahiti list). 
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Together with the Savu vocabulary (September 1770), Hawkesworth's lists as well as the 
text were the intellectual progenitors of Marsden's studies. (Marsden was eventually 
given Ban1cs' lists.) Of the Malay, Javan and Prince's Island languages Banks noted: 
all have words in them either e[x]actly alike, or else plainly deriving their 
origin from the same source with others in the Language of the South Sea 
Islands. 305 
On this occasion Ban1cs commented that language similarities were especially strong in 
the case of numerical terms. He reaffirmed that because Madagascans were "black"306 
there could be no linguistic connection. The following is, however, the version that 
Marsden would have read in Sumatra: 
From the similitude between the language of the Eastern Indies, and the 
islands of the South Sea, conjectures may be formed with respect to the 
peopling those countries [sic], which cannot easily be referred to Madagascar. 
Although these opinions appear to be Hawkesworth's own, and are not supported by the 
manuscript journals, they could have influenced Marsden's theories. This passage 
continues: 
The inhabitants of Java and Madagascar appear to be of a different race; the 
Javanese is of olive complexion, and has long hair; the native of Madagascar 
is black. and his head is not covered with hair but wool; and yet perhaps this 
will not conclude against their having common ancestors so strongly as at first 
appears. It does not seem less difficult to account for the personal differences 
between a native of England and France, as an effect of mere local situation, 
than for the differences between the natives of Java and Madagascar; yet it has 
never been supposed, that England and France were not peopled from 
common ancestors. 
The passage concludes with a long argument,307 contributed by Hawkesworth, drawing 
heavily on (extreme) eighteenth-century ideas of deracination and environmental 
influences on physical causes of differences among peoples. An important result of the 
scientifically collected data brought back on the peoples, languages and civilisations of 
the Pacific was a heightened interest among the general community in the "varieties of 
human1cind". 
305 Banks, 1963, V. ii, p. 239. 
306 Banks, 1963, V. ii, p. 239: "But how that strange problem of the numbers of the Black inhabitants of 
Madagascar, so vastly similar to those of Otaheite, could have come to pass surpasses I confess my skill to 
conjecture". There is a comparative table (Banks, I 963, p. 240). 
307 Hawkesworth, 1773, V. iii, pp. 778-779. 
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Joseph Du four, Les Sauvages de la mer pacijique, 1805 
(National Gallery of Australia) 
Initial Responses to the Pacific Voyages: The noble and the naked savage 
Although initially it appeared the "noble savage" was a reality,308 ultimately, the Pacific 
experience permanently changed intellectual attitudes towards savages, and they became 
prosaically "heathen" 309 and "naked". Language as a measure of civilization, as discussed 
in Chapter III, was to contribute significantly to this result. Rousseau's "noble savage" 
concept sat ill with late eighteenth-century theories on "modes of subsistence"310 which 
argued that privations stimulated innovation and (intellectual) progress whereas 
"bounteous nature" encouraged a life of idleness and (intellectual) sloth.311 Initial 
euphoria provoked an equally extreme and opposite reaction.312 In the short-term the 
voyages of Bougainville,3 13 Wallis and Cook briefly re-ignited interest in theories 
concerning the "noble" savage314 that had earlier followed the discovery of America.315 
308 Blainey, (1988) 1989, p. 68, has pointed out, in the early 1770s, all primitive " Indians" had "an 
ideological veil placed over them" and were necessarily presented to the public as "noble savages". Thus, 
despite Cook's down-to-earth comments on the Fuegians, Hawkesworth took his comments about the 
Australian Aborigines to describe the Fuegians. Fara, 2003, p. 113, claims that incidents were transposed, 
but as far as I can determine Hawkesworth misapplied sentiments, not incidents. Blainey, ( 1988) 1989, p. 
70, also suggests that Banks' views coincided with Hawkesworth's. 
309 Ryan, 1981 , p. 525: "Paganism became a central organising category governing much of Europe's 
early relationship to new worlds .... As a focus for assimilation, paganism was timely, unambiguous, 
emotion laden. More important, it was familiar". 
310 As footnoted earlier, e.g. Robertson, 1777, V. i, pp. 286-287. Rousseau apparently moved his own 
ideas closer to the 4 stage modes of subsistence theory as is argued in Meek, 1976, p. 91: "We see 
mirrored ... [in Rousseau's thought] a movement which is observable over a period of time in the social 
thought of the Enlighterunent taken as a whole: a movement from the simple idea that ' in the beginning all 
the World was America' to the broader and more sophisticated idea that ... it was not long before it 
became Arabia and Tartary, and then Palestine". 
3 11 Robertson, for example, believed that the will to progress was inborn in humankind. 1777, V. i, p. 
316: "He was made for industry and action, and the powers of his nature, as well as the necessity of his 
condition, urge him to fulfil his destiny". Under the influence of the modes of subsistence theory, 
indolence and apathy (as a moral condition) were henceforth associated more with savagery than "oriental 
luxury". 
312 The intellectual denigration directed by humanitarians specifically at Malayo-Polynesian peoples was 
to have continued reverberations in the scholarly world even well into the 20th century. Hume offered 
more general, but equally damning comment. ( 1777) 1951, p. 189: "This poetical fiction of the golden age 
is, in some respects, of a piece with the philosophical fiction of the state of nature". 
313 Bougainville, 1772, p. 244, of the settlements of Tahiti, he wrote: "the houses of the people ofTaiti 
are built, without order, and without forming any villages. One would think himself in the Elysian Fields" 
and of the people of the first race; p. 249: "!never saw men better made, and whose limbs were more 
proportionate: in order to paint a Hercules or a Mars, one could no where find such beautiful models .. .. 
The second race are of middle size, have frizzled hair as hard as bristles, and both in colour and feature 
they differ but little from mulattoes." (ft is implied that the second race are oflower class.) 
314 See Appendix 1, Carroll, 2002, pp 10-11. Included in this chapter is a French example of the "noble 
savage genre" in painting "Les Sauvages de la mer Pacifique", 1805, by Joseph du Four said to represent 
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The eighteenth-century scientist-navigators' reactions to Tahiti bore a striking similarity 
to those of Dutch seafarers more than a hundred years earlier. 3 16 Even before the journal 
accounts appeared Banks had stimulated excitement. While he spoke admiringly of the 
just principles upon which Pacific societies were organised, his tales of the voluptuous 
East reinforced Bougainville's accounts of "complaisant" Tahitian women,317 and 
Parkinson's and Hawkesworth' s reference to the "happy" life of savages contributed. 318 
Trophy Tahitians were widely feted among the elite but their popularity was brief.319 
Cook's voyage but clearly based on reports ofBougainville's expedition. Williams, 1979, p. 8: "white, 
handsome, and six to six and a half feet tall; the women were swathed from head to foot in a white veil, but 
singing joyously would take by the hand and envelope in said veil any passing European". 
315 Dryden, ( 1670) 1704, p. 6: "I am as free as nature first made Man, E're the base Laws of Servitude 
began, When wild in the Woods the noble Savage ran." America also provided philosophers (such as 
Locke) with a norm of"primitivism'', (e.g. Locke, 1764, p. 226 refers to "the wild woods and uncultivated 
waste of America" in a discussion of the right to " inclose land", a theme taken up by Robertson) 
316 Dalrymple, 1771, V. ii, p. 57: Dutch explorers saw the South Sea islanders as representatives of"the 
Golden Age of which the poets speak", living "without fear, like birds of the woods [needing] neither [to] 
sow nor reap". Cf. Banks, 1963, V. ii, p. 330) in his "Thoughts on the manners of Otaheite" : "Idleness the 
father of Love reigns here in almost unmolested ease, while we inhabitants of a changeable climate are 
Obliged to Plow, Sow, Harrow, Reap, Thrash, Grind, Knead and bake our daily bread" . Banks had an early 
version ofDalrymple's Historical Voyages with him. See Cook, (1767) 1996, pp. 33, 37. 
317 Bougainville, 1772, p. 275. Banks (like Rousseau) was doubtless predisposed to these opinions by his 
knowledge ofMontesquieu, e.g. Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. i, Book XVI, sect. 10, p. 257: "We find the 
manners more pure in the several parts of the East, in proportion as the confinement of women is more 
strictlv observed .... But the case is not the same in India, where a multitude of islands and the situation of 
the land have divided the countrv into an infinite number ofoettv states. which ... are rendered despotic ... 
We may see there to what an extreme the vices of a climate indulged in full libertv will carry 
licentiousness. It is there that nature has a force, and modesty a weakness, which exceeds all 
comprehension". 
3 18 Parkinson, 1773, pp. 23-24: "fruit ... as it were, drops into their mouths .... They seem ... as contented 
with what they produce, as if they had attained to the ne plus ultra, and are therefore happier than 
Europeans'', and Hawkesworth, 1773, on Terra del Fuego V. ii, p. 55, quoted below. 
319 In 1770 Bougainville returned to France with Aotourou, a Tahitian who was presented to the king, as 
was Omai to George III. Omai returned with Cook's 2nd Pacific expedition. See Appendix I, for Carroll, 
2002, pp. 11-13. 
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Enthusiasm for the "happy inhabitants"320 was already diminishing when Cook embarked 
on his third voyage in July 1776.321 Banks' romanticised version of sexual proclivities of 
the women of the South Seas was to be negated by Cook in his account of the second 
voyage: 
Great injustice has been done the women of Otaheite, and the Society Isles ... 
the favours of married women, and also unmarried of the better sort, are as 
difficult to obtain here as in any other country whatever.322 
Cook, with his wider experience of both sailors and of "bumboat women" in European 
ports (and less saturated with the received notions of the educated elite), had sought to 
put matters into perspective. Nevertheless, the "noble savage" image had been tarnished 
for the general public. 323 Two second voyage accounts were published in 1 777324 as was 
the first edition of Richardson's Persian-Arabic-English Dictionary and Robertson's 
History of America.325 Although Robertson's setting was America he was concerned with 
"savages" as a category and his text has resonances with Hawkesworth's Account, 326 in 
which the idea of the "naked savage" had already been introduced. 327 The description of 
320 J. R. Forster, (1778)1996, p. 195. 
321 Although it survived at the popular level in the 1785 Christmas pantomime, Omai: or a trip Round the 
World. Smith, 1984, pp. 114-115. It was a box office success and ran for 70 performances in 1785-86. 
McCalman, 2001, p. 12. 
322 Cook, 1777, V. i, p. 187. 
323 Smith, 1984, p. 43, and Appendix I, Carroll, 2002, pp. 10-11 (Hawkesworth, 1773, V. iii, p. 469 
cannibalism; V. ii, p. 319, infanticide; V. ii, p. 190: "They [Tahitians] were, however, all thieves, and when 
this is allowed, they need not much fear competition with people of any other nation on earth"). 
324 George Forster published his account of Cook's second voyage in March 1777, just six weeks before 
the official version. Other works published in 1777 included the Third edition of the English translation of 
Raynal's Philosophical History. 
325 J.R. Forster's Observations followed in 1778. Forster' s draft of his last chapter appears to have been 
(at least partially) revised in the light of Robertson's work. 
326 Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 311: "A naked savage, cowering near the fire in his miserable cabin, or 
stretched under a few branches which afford him a temporarv shelter, has as little inclination as capacity 
for useless speculation". Cf. Hawkesworth, 1773, V. ii, p. 54, concerning the Fuegians' shelters; V. iii, 
concerning the Australian aborigines (August 1770) pp. 631-45 but p. 635 esp. re huts of: "twigs, covered 
with bark", and p. 643: "The canoes of New Holland are as mean and rude as the houses". Marsden's 
response (1783, p. 50) is discussed in Chapter III. 
327 This term was used as follows by Hawkesworth, 1773, V. i, p. xvii, in his General Introduction: " I 
[express] the regret with which I have recorded the destruction of poor naked savages, by our firearms, in 
the course of these expeditions". Reference to "naked" in the text only occurred in connection with 
"naked" Patagonian savages (V. i, p. 66), and the "stark naked" children at the Straights of Magellan (V.i, 
p. 407) and in the Endeavour Voyage "naked savage" occurs in a passage concerning the holing of the ship 
and the prospect of the explorers ending their days in New Holland (V. iii, p. 549). Cf. however, with 
Banks, 1863, V. ii, p. 124:"naked bodies" and "as naked as ever our general father was before his fall". 
118 
native habitation had obvious reference not only to New Holland and Tierra del Fuego 
but to the unfloored "sheds" of Tahiti as well, so that Marsden was to emphasise that 
there were floors in Sumatran houses.328 
The Second Voyage 1772-1775. 
Cook's second voyage had begun before Hawkesworth's Account of the first had been 
published. The Malay connections with Pacific languages discovered by the Endeavour 
voyagers, known, if not accepted, in scholarly circles, would have been communicated to 
the two Forsters by Banks and Cook.329 Bougainville's published account, translated into 
English by J.R. Forster, had identified two races on Tahiti.330 Although interest in 
Madagascar had apparently evaporated, notions of a "Malay" connection with the eastern 
Pacific persisted. The second voyage was greatly assisted by previous linguistic work 
and continuity of personnel. This time, all the linguistic data was collected in the 
Pacific.331 Despite making fewer landfalls than the first voyage, the expedition found a 
greater variety of peoples.332 Of particular interest were encounters with the non-
Polynesian or negrito peoples of the western Pacific Island groups, who spoke languages 
that the explorers and the eastern islanders agreed bore no resemblance to any eastern 
328 Hawkesworth, 1773, V. ii, p. 195, describes "the dwelling" as being "open, no part of it being inclosed 
with a wall. The roof is thatched with palm leaves, and the floor is covered some inches deep with soft hay; 
over this are laid mats". Cf. Marsden, 1783, p. 49, quoted in Chapter III below. 
329 Bougainville, 1772, footnote p. x. Forster included the Tahiti vocabulary from his translation of 
Bougainville, but excluded a section of comments on pronunciation on the grounds that it was of little 
value to an English audience since it had been compiled for French speakers. 
330 Bougainville, 1772, p. 249. 
331 The New Holland language had not been included in any comparative listings. Hawkesworth, 1773, V. 
iii, pp. 660-661: "As the two countries [of New Guinea and New Holland] lie very near each other, and the 
intermediate space is full of islands, it is reasonable to suppose that they were both peopled from one 
common stock: yet no intercourse appears to have been kept up between them ... The Author of the 
"Histoire des Navigationes aux Terres Australes" in his account of Le Maire's voyages, has given a 
vocabulary of the language that is spoken in an island near New Britain, and we find, by comparing that 
vocabulary with the words which we learnt in New Holland, that the languages are not the same. If 
therefore it should appear, that the languages of New Britain and New Guinea are the same, there will be 
reason to suppose that New Britain and New Guinea were peopled from a common stock; but that the 
inhabitants ofNew Holland had a different origin, notwithstanding the proximity of the countries". 
332 Tahiti was revisited as well as the Society Isles, but in addition, the Friendly Isles, the Marquesas and 
Easter Island, as well as the New Hebrides and New Caledonia. 
119 
Pacific dialect.333 These findings appeared to reinforce traditional ideas on language 
(already noted). The three principal accounts of the second voyage included, in 
chronological order of their London publication, George Forster's Voyage and the 
official Journal,334 which was an edited version of Cook's own journal, both published in 
1777. In 1778, J.R. Forster (George's father), who had replaced Banks, published his 
Observations, a scientific work based on his journal. 
George Forster's Account 
George Forster's 1777 A Voyage round the world335 was based on his father's journal and 
his own observation. His Voyage differs from Observations in some respects important 
for comparative linguists like Marsden. George was a less doctrinaire and probably a 
more faithful observer and reporter than his father336 and his Voyage hints that some of 
his theories were independent of his father's; in other cases it suggests that J.R. Forster 
developed some new ideas during the course of writing his last chapter.337 George's 
333 Given the "large number of languages spoken in a relatively small space" by highly mobile 
communities (Wurm, 1996, V. ii Part 1, p. 411) it would be misleading to try to identify the languages 
encountered. Hollyman, 1959, p.361, for example has noted that in 1774 "New Caledonians from Balade 
tried to communicate in a mixture ofTannese, Tongan and Maori" and Rensche, ( 1778) 1996, pp. 388-
389, notes that two thirds of words collected by the explorers now appear to be obsolete. 
334 Marsden used the official journals in his On Polynesian or East Insular Languages narrative, but used 
vocabularies from all available sources as necessary. 
335 George Forster's book appeared 17 March and the Cook Journal in May 1777. J. R. Forster is believed 
to have made his journal available to the author (John Marra) or editor (David Henry) of Journal of the 
Resolution's Voyage published in 1775 and there was an anonymous Second Voyage Round the World 
(1776). (Edwards, (!994)2004, pp. 102-105) How much influence George's account had on public 
opinion is problematic. Among the Forsters' many grievances, George claimed that his sales were small 
because the sale of Cook's journal was subsidised. "In the autumn [of 1777) 570 copies were still unsold". 
(Forster, (1777)1999, V. i, p.122). 
336 George was prepared to detail customs etc others either did not notice or chose to ignore. For example, 
Forster, 1777, V. ii, p. 28 : "At the Society Islands the wanderer's eyes and nose are offended every 
morning, in the midst of the path, with the natural effects of a sound digestion: but the natives of the 
Marquesas are accustomed ... to bury the offensive objects in the earth". 
337 George's reference to being a "genealogist", and to "origins" and (Forster, 1777, V. ii, p. 228) his 
desire to: "penetrate the darkness which involves the history of this [Mallicolloese] nation, we might find 
they arrived in the South Seas much later than the natives of the Friendly and Society Islands". (This 
conflicts with J.R.'s theories.) See Forster, 1777, V. ii, pp. 427-28 for his discussion of environmental 
versus hereditary causes of differences in stature among Pacific Islanders, summed up on p. 428 : "These 
hints are submitted to the learned, whose province it is to confirm or refute them; but on the side soever the 
truth may fall, I shall rest equally contented, as I have adopted no particular system". (the significance of 
"system" in eighteenth century discourse is discussed in Chapter H) Cf. these sentiments with Marsden's 
1783 Introduction (very similar to the 1811 version) and Conclusion. For the latter see Appendix VI. 
120 
account records the explorers' fluctuating ideas on origins as they responded to each new 
discovery. He affirms Cook's detail concerning the peoples and languages of the western 
Pacific. George's journal vividly portrays the explorers' interest in language and the 
frustration engendered by the expedition's encounter with the peoples of the western 
Pacific. It records a discrete set of detailed data on the inhabitants of each island. When 
the available descriptive data provided by Cook and George Forster338 for the tribes of 
the western Pacific is compared, the Malicoloese and Espirtu Santo peoples appear to 
have had most in common,339 and it appears that the people of Tanna had a wide 
variation of features (suggestive ofa mixed race), some shared with the New 
Caledonians, but not their "superior stature".340 
In the eastern Pacific they had found "one language, or at least dialects of it, in all the 
easterly islands of the South Sea, as well as New Zeeland"341 and although there was 
variation in colour and type among these people, they all fell within a range that could be 
considered a single group, and could be distinguished in contrast to those peoples of the 
western Pacific as "the lighter-coloured nation". But no such unity was postulated for the 
western peoples, whose "infant" society epitomised the "naked savage". The encounter 
with the Malicoloese turned thoughts to New Guinea.342 In the other islands of the New 
Hebrides [Vanuatu]343 they had found not only considerable variation among the peoples, 
but no correspondence whatsoever in language. George Forster thought the Malicoloese 
338 I compared the somewhat incomplete data they provided on hair, colour and consistency (i.e. lank, 
curly, frizzled, woolly); skin colour; build and height, and whether tattooed. 
339 Forster, 1777, V. ii, p. 228: "The slender form of the Mallicollese is a character, as far as I know 
peculiar to them and the New Hollanders; but that nation has nothing in common with them in all other 
respects". 
34° Forster, 1777, V. ii, p. 233: "Their stature was of middle size, and much superior to that of the 
Mallicollese; they were indeed nearly of the same swarthy [p253] hue, but better limbed and better 
featured .... Their hair was black, very curly or frizzled, but not woolly in all persons alike, and in great 
quantity. Some however had reddish hair, and all had long black beards". 
341 Forster, 1777, V. ii, p. 381. 
342 Forster, 1777, V. ii, p. 227: "The natives of some parts of New Guinea and Papua seem to correspond 
in many particulars with what we have observed among the Mallicollese. The black colour and wooly hair 
in particular are characteristics common to both nations". 
343 They visited the islands ofMalicolo, Erromanga, Tanna and Tierra del Espiritu Santo. 
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were "the most intelligent people we had ever met in the South Seas"344 and that "what 
they wanted in personal attraction, was amply made up in acuteness of understanding".345 
The people on Tierra del Espiritu Santo knew "Malay" numerals346 and those on Tanna 
were familiar with dialects of the Friendly Islands [Tonga]347 and other languages of the 
New Hebrides: 
In the common language of Tanna, we met with two or three words, which 
have a clear affinity with the language of Mallicollo [Malekula], and about the 
same number correspond with some words of Malay; but in general they are 
wholly unlike each other, and related to no other tongue that I know of.348 
The two New Hebrides tribes they encountered, however, had their own "common 
language" which, in each case, appeared to have no affinity to any other.349 The Forsters 
collected language specimens, and "particularly obtained the numerals ... which are 
indeed totally distinct".350 This finding appeared to be reinforced because physical form 
varied dramatically from island to island. (As discussed in Chapter II, Marsden was able 
to show affinity.) The Malicoloese were singled out as the only slender race in the 
Pacific and shared that feature, but no other, with the New Holland natives.351 Forster 
(and his father) suggested possible links with New Guinea.352 
344 Forster, 1777, V. ii, p. 208. 
345 Forster, 1777, V. ii, p. 21 4. 
346 Forster, 1777, V. ii, p. 381 : "(At Tierra del Espiritu Santo] We spoke a good deal to them, and they 
answered from time to time, but neither party understood the other. However, I thought ofrepeating the 
numerals in the dialect of the Friendly Islands, and had scarcely begun to count, when they immediately 
intenupted me, and counted very exactly till ten". 
347 Forster, 1777, V. ii, p. 293, also V. ii, p.267: "They told us, that they call their own land Tanna, a 
word that signifies "earth" in the Malay". 
348 Forster, 1777, V. ii, p. 359-360. 
349 Forster, 1777, V. ii, pp. 293-4, 322, 37 1. 
350 Forster, I 777, V. ii, p. 359: "Besides the cormnon language of the island, and besides a dialect of the 
Friendly Islands, we collected some words of a third language, chiefly current among the inhabitants of the 
western hills; and we particularly obtained the numerals of all three tongues, which are indeed totally 
distinct". 
351 Forster, 1777, V. ii, p. 227, also p. 228. Both are quoted in footnotes above. 
352 Forster, 1777, V. ii, p. 228: "New Guinea and the islands adjacent, the only countries whence we can 
expect some light on this subject, still remain unknown to us . . . especially as to their inhabitants ... . But it 
is particularly to be remarked, that besides the black race, there are also some of the lighter colour, who .. . 
seem to be related to the natives of the Society and Friendly Islands" (as noted by Cook and Hawkesworth 
re Savu). 
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New Holland still remained a geographic and linguistic conundrum but when New 
Caledonia was discovered its proximity to New Holland seemed promising: "one might 
suppose that [the New CaledoniansJ had the same origin with the people of that 
continent". Following discussion with Cook this theory was quickly dismissed, since 
they bore "no resemblance to one another, and as further proof, the vocabulary of the two 
nations is totally different".353 Similar notions concerning New Zealand were also 
discarded. The New Caledonians were said to be different from any other peoples they 
had seen, being tall, stout and mild featured, with black frizzled (not woolly) hair.354 
Moreover, their language was unlike any other language previously encountered: "a 
circumstance sufficient to discourage the greatest and most indefatigable genealogist".355 
They were baffled because New Caledonia seemed to confound all their experience to 
date: "we found one language, or at least dialects of it, in all the easterly islands of the 
South Sea, as well as New Zeeland".356 According to George, contact with the New 
Caledonians: 
convinced us that our ideas were very premature on this subject [of the 
settlement of New Zealand], and that the history of the human species in the 
South Seas cannot yet be unravelled with any degree of precision.357 
When summarising his thoughts on the peoples of the western Pacific, George suggested 
at least two races (and a possibly mixed race). He pointed out that: "the language which 
on these occasions is the surest guide, is totally different"358 and that there were 
significant cultural differences. When his physical descriptions of the Malicolo 
[Malekula], Tanna, Espiritu Santo, and New Caledonian peoples are compared, they all 
353 Forster, 1777, V. ii, p. 324 (i.e. 424). 
354 Forster, 1777, V. ii, pp. 381-82. Cf. Cook, 1777, V. ii, p. 34, quoted in a footnote below. 
355 Forster, 1777, V. ii, p. 393. 
356 Forster, 1777, V. ii, p. 381: [New Caledonian] "had no affinity with any one of the various languages 
which we heard in the South Sea before. This was the more surprising to us, as we found one language, or 
at least dialects of it, in all the easterly islands of the South Sea, as well as New Zeeland. The people were 
likewise different from any we had seen". 
357 Forster, 1777, V. ii, 378: "As we had found the inhabitants of the New Hebrides not only entirely 
distinct from the New Zeelanders, but also different amongst themselves, this new country offered itself to 
our eyes very opportunely in order to account for the population of New Zeeland; but the sequel convinced 
us that our ideas were very premature on this subject, and that the history of the human species in the South 
Seas cannot yet be unravelled with any degree of precision" . 
358 Forster, 1777, V. ii, p. 426. 
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differ in detail. He had already suggested that data available about New Guinea although 
inadequate was sufficient for him to suggest the existence of two distinct races and a 
third, possibly mixed, race.359 The contrast between the very large, muscular New 
Caledonians sustained by the poorest of environments and the very slight Malicoloese 
who lived amidst plenty suggested to George their derivation from different "original 
races".360 He conjectured that the New Caledonians, whom he presumed to be relatively 
recent immigrants (as he had earlier suggested the Malicoloese were), derived from an 
original race very different both from the progenitors of the people of Malicolo and those 
of Tanna, both of whom he described as slender. 
Cook's Account 
Not only was Cook's account the official version, but Cook and many of his crew were 
more familiar with the Pacific peoples than the scientists. Veterans from the first voyage 
had the more discerning "eye", 361 and their experience and knowledge assisted the 
359 Forster, 1777, V. ii, p. 228: "From the voyagers who have visited that part of the world* [*Dampier, 
Carteret, Bougainville) it appears that many distinct tribes dwell in its different parts. But it is particularly 
to be remarked, that besides the black race, there are also some of the lighter colour, who, if we may judge 
from their customs, seem to be related to the natives of the Society and Friendly Islands. Some other tribes 
there are who may, in all probability, be a mixture of both races". 
36° Forster, 1777, V. ii, pp. 359-360: "suppose, that the people of New Caledonia are the offspring ofa 
nation, who by living in affluence, and in a genial climate have not stinted in their growth; the colony 
which removed into the barren soil ofNew Caledonia, will probably preserve the habit of body of their 
ancestors for many generations. The people of Tanna may have undergone a contrary revolution, and being 
descended of a slender short race, like the Mallicollese, the richness of their present country may not 
entirely have taken effect". NB: Like but apparently not the same as the Malicoloese. 
361 Cook, 1784, V. i, pp. 415-16: "It must be observed, however, that our vocabularies, of this sort, must 
necessarily be liable to great mistakes. The ideas of those, from whom we were to learn the words, were so 
different from ours, that it was difficult to fix them to the object of the inquiry. Or, if this could be 
obtained, to learn an unknown tongue, from an instructor who did not know a single word of any language 
that his scholar was conversant with, could not promise to produce much. But even, when these difficulties 
were surmounted, there still remained a fruitful source of mistake. I mean, the accuracy in catching, exactly 
the true sound of the word, to which our ears had never been accustomed, some persons whose mode of 
pronunciation was, in general, so indistinct, that it seldom happened that any two of us, in writing down the 
same word, from the same maouth, made use of the same vowels, in representing it. Nay, we even, very 
commonly differed about consonants, the sounds of which are least liable to ambiguity. Besides all this, we 
found by experience, that we had been led into strange corruptions of some of the most common words, 
either from the natives endeavouring to imitate us, or from us having misunderstood them. Thus, cheeto 
was universally used by us, to express a thief, though totally different from the real word, in the language 
of Tongataboo. The mistake arose from a prior one, into which we had run, when at New Zealand. For 
though the word that signifies a thief there, be absolutely the same as belongs to the dialect of the Friendly 
Islands (being kaeehaa at both places), yet, by some blunder, we had used the word teete, first at New 
Zealand, and, afterwards at Tongataboo, on our arrival there. The natives, endeavouring to imitate us, as 
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compilation of vocabularies. Cook's account included vocabulary lists for the Society 
Isles (Tahiti)362 and a comparative vocabulary list, titled "Specimens of Different 
Languages spoken in the South Sea, from Easter Island, westward to New Caledonia, as 
observed in the Voyage".363 The notes for this list draw attention to the five (Polynesian) 
languages, said to be "radically the same", and to the lack of similarity of the three 
(Melanesian) languages. Besides Tahiti and the Society Isles further island groups were 
discovered to be inhabited by peoples who resembled Tahitians and spoke a language so 
closely related it appeared that differences were more a matter of accent than dialect. 364 
At Easter Island Cook observed: 
In colour, features, and language, they bear such an affinitv to the people of the 
more western isles, that no one will doubt that they have the same origin. It is 
extraordinary that the same nation should have spread themselves over all the 
isles in this vast ocean, from New Zealand to this island, which is almost one-
fourth part of the circumference of the globe. Many of them have now no other 
knowledge of each other, than what is preserved by antiquated tradition; and they 
have, by length of time, become. as it were, different nations, each having 
adopted some peculiar custom, or habit, &c. Nevertheless, a careful observer will 
soon see the affinity each has to the other. 365 
Cook suggested the darker complexions observed among people of the lower islands, 
who depended on fishing for subsistence, could be attributed to greater exposure to the 
sun.366 
By mid 1774 the expedition had reached the western Pacific and for the first time met 
people of a "very dark colour"367 with whom they had to communicate by signs "for we 
understood not one word of their language".368 Even within the New Hebrides group, 
nearly as they could, and so fabricating the word cheeto, this by a complication of mistakes, was adopted 
by us as their own. 362 Compiled by William Anderson, the surgeon's mate on the Resolution (Cook, 1967, p. cxxvi). 
363 According to the headings the languages included are for Otaheite (Tahiti in Society Islands), Easter 
Island, The Marquesas Isles, The Island Amsterdam (Friendly Isles, now Tonga), New Zealand, Malicolo, 
Tarma (both in the New Hebrides, now Vanuatu) and New Caledonia. 364 Cook, 1777, V. i, pp. 225, 246. 365 Cook, 1777, V. i, p. 290. 
366 Cook, I 777, V. i, p. 314. Cf. with Banks who had noted in the first voyage that the lighter peoples 
tended to be higher in class. Banks, 1963, V. ii, p. 124, on the Australian aborigines (previously quoted). 367 Cook, 1777, Y. ii, p. 26. 368 Cook, 1777, V. ii, pp. 30-31. 
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Cook identified quite definite physical and linguistic differences. Physical differences 
were characterised by their hair, whether curly or woolly (frizzled).369 At the island of 
Malicolo they judged the people morally370 (and as noted above intellectually) superior to 
the "light coloured" nations, but physically they contrasted to their disadvantage. Cook 
described Malicolo people as "the most ugly, ill-proportioned people I ever saw. and in 
every respect different from anv we had met with in this sea" whose hair was "short and 
curly".371 Whereas the people of Tanna were said to have hair "the general colours of ... 
[which] are black and brown, growing to a tolerable length, and very crisp and curly":372 
At first we thought the people of this island (Tanna), as well as those of 
Erromanga, were a race between the natives of the Friendly Islands and those 
of Mallicollo373; but a little acquaintance with them convinced us they had 
little or no affinity to either.374 
The people of Espiritu Santo seemed: 
to be stouter and better shaped men than those of Mallicollo; and several 
circumstances concurred to make us think they were of another nation. 375 
Thus, although Cook could not escape his European values and prejudices concerning 
"beauty" ,376 he could accurately describe and, by means of comparison with other 
Western Pacific nations, convey the considerable variation encountered among the 
"black" nations. Cook, for example, was less certain of the lack of similarity between the 
three Melanesian peoples and the Polynesian languages. The following, with its mention 
of linguistic resemblances, could have been a catalyst for Marsden's "Remarks" paper 
Table II: 
369 Cook, 1777, V. ii, p. 34: "Their hair mostly black or brown, is short and curly; but not quite so soft 
and woolly as that of a negro". 
37° Cook, 1777, V. ii, p. 33, recounts an example of their "extreme honesty" which contrasts with the 
consistent accounts of petty pilfering of the "light coloured" nations. 
371 Marsden, 1834a, pp. 61-62: "They are a very dark coloured and rather diminutive race; with long 
heads, flat faces, and monkey countenances. Their hair, mostly black or brown, is short and curly, but not 
quite so soft and woolly as that ofa negro". Cook, 1777, V. ii, p. 34: "The people ofMallicolo," he adds, 
1777, V. ii, p. 36: "seemed to be a quite different nation from any we had met with, and speak a different 
language". Note: "Short and curly" seems to equate with woolly or frizzled. 
372 Cook, 1777, V. ii, p. 78. 
373 Cook, 1777, V. ii, footnote p. 32, Cook noted that Mallicollo was also knowm as : "Mallicolla. Some 
of our people pronounced it Manicolo or Manicola, and thus it is also writ in Quiros's Memorials 
Dalrymple, Vol. ii, p. 146". 
374 Cook, 1777, V. ii, p. 78. 
375 Cook, 1777, V. ii, p. 91. 
376 Cook, 1777, V. ii, p. 34. Quoted below in Chapter III. 
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It may however be observed, that in the three last languages, some words are 
found. which seem to have a distant resemblance to those that go before; as 
Brrooas [sic] in Mali' colo [sic], and 'Booga, or Boogas, in Tanna, both 
signifying a hog, which at Otaheite, and the Marquesas, is expressed by the 
word 'Boa, and at Amsterdam by Boo'acka. Yet whether these may not have 
been accidentally introduced, is hard to determine; because they frequently use 
two words to express the same thing. 377 
Cook's account, notable for his meticulous observation, retains first impressions as well 
as later reflections. This difference from both the Forsters is illustrated by the following 
note on language, where Cook, unlike George Forster, refrains from calling the language 
"Malay'', and reports in terms of the local languages: 
They named the numerals as far as five or six, in the language of Anamocka, 
[Tonga] and understood us when we asked the names of the adjacent lands in 
that language. Some, indeed, had short black frizzled hair like the natives of 
Mallicollo; but others had it long, tied up on the crown of the head, and 
ornamented with feathers like the New Zealanders.378 
Although Marsden probably read George Forster and included some of the vocabularies 
from J.R. Forster's Observations, in On the Polynesian .. . Language, he was to cite 
Cook as his authority for descriptions of the islanders observed on the second voyage. 
J.R. Forster's Account 
Johann Reinhold Forster's Observations (1778) brought the Malay peoples and language 
into scholarly discussion on the Pacific once again.379 Until Robertson published his 
History of America, Forster regarded himself as the authority on savages.380 Having 
translated Bougainville's journals into English, he saw himself in the guise of 
Rousseau's scientific observer on Cook's second voyage and embodied this notion in his 
title (Observations made during a voyage round the world). Forster, like Hawkesworth, 
made references to the Malays of Malacca. He argued his case on the origins of the 
Pacific peoples ostensibly on the basis of his scientific observations, but his conclusions 
377 Cook, 1777, V. ii, "plate to front page 364''. 
378 Cook, 1777, V. ii, p. 91. 
379 J.R. Forster's Observations was included in Marsden's ms catalogue. Since George's Journal had no 
vocabularies its omission is to be expected. 
380 His last chapter seems to have written to accommodate Robertson's theories and in an attempt to 
produce a startling new "philosophical" theory on "origins". 
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reflected the "philosophical" scholarship of the day as well as his reading on aboriginal 
and Malay peoples of the East lndies.381 
While Forster was drafting his final chapter of Observations, Robertson's History of 
America was causing a literary stir. Forster appears to have been influenced by many of 
Robertson's ideas.382 Forster wrote in his Preface "Facts are the basis of the whole 
structure, a few fair inferences enabled me to finish the whole",383 and it is possible that 
Robertson's theories, seductive in their simplicity, provided the rationale for Forster's 
"fair inferences" which enabled him to conclude: 
We have therefore, I apprehend, probable proofs that these islanders came 
originally from the Indian Asiatic Isles, on which we have pointed out our two 
races of inhabitants, such as we found them in the South Sea isles: it should 
seem therefore, that these two distinct races are descended from the two 
distinct [East] Indian tribes.384 
In this "second" or "dark" race, Forster found a convenient scapegoat for the 
"cannibalism" that marred the image of the "fair" [Polynesians]. Robertson's work was 
381 For example: J.R. Forster, {1778)1996, pp. 172-73 
382 For example, J.R. Forster appears to have shared Robertson's degeneracy theory for the Fuegians on 
the grounds of adaptation to their severe climate. Robertson had, largely on the basis of the Pacific 
explorers (See, for example, Robertson, 1777, V. i, Notes XXXII, evidence of Banks and Byron), 
exempted the inhabitants of the frozen zones from his discussion, and directed the main thrust of his 
argument to the temperate and torrid zones, noting, Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 252: "The maxims which are 
founded upon observation of our hemisphere will not apply to the other. There [in the New World] cold 
predominates. The rigor of the frigid zone extends over half of that which should be temperate in its 
position". Robertson believed humans would not develop to their potential in the frigid zone since it had 
been shown animals "when removed from their proper station ... gradually dwindle and degenerate from 
the vigour and perfection peculiar to their form"; thus, although (Robertson, 1777,V. i, p. 289): "Man is 
the only living creature ... to inhabit every region ... Subject, however to the general law of Nature, the 
human body is not intirely (sic) exempt from the operation of climate, and when exposed to extremes of 
either heat or cold, its size and vigour diminishes" (and as explained, Robertson, 1777, Y. i, p. 311, 
previously quoted in footnote above) could not develop his intellect, thus (Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 414): 
" In every part of the earth where man exists, the power of climate operates, with decisive influence, upon 
his condition and character. In those countries which approach near to the extremes of heat or cold, this 
influence is so conspicuous as to strike every eye". Blumenbach, (1776) 1865, pp. 102-03, dismissed the 
theory that humans "degenerate and diminish in size" in succeeding generations, and cited temperature as a 
factor, noting that plants in north were smaller than in the south. Blumenbach, ( 1776) 1865, p. 2 I 5ff, also 
specified differences in colour of creoles (Europeans born in the tropics) and of Mulattoes, looking at three 
generations of descent. He did not discuss degeneracy as such in his 1776 edition, but he did in the 1795 
edition, Section III. 
383 J.R. Forster, (1778) 1996, pp. 9-10. 
384 J.R. Forster, ( 1778) 1996, p. 190. Forster is using "race" in the 18th century sense as the equivalent of 
family or tribe; see Appendix IX. See also J.R. Forster, (1778) 1996, p. 423, for the editor' s note on J.R. 
Forster's use of the term "race". J.R. Forster's theory glosses over the differences in the Western Pacific 
peoples revealed in the data given in George's Voyage and Cook's Journal. 
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topical because it explored the notion of "savage" and exploded the "noble savage" 
stereotype. Although Robertson regarded all savage societies as mentally and morally 
different from "polished" societies, he detected innate cultural differences between 
"black" and the "brown naked" indolent and insensate savage.385 Robertson had thus 
divided savages into two easily identifiable groups, both of which were, though in 
different ways, uncivilised and unregenerate. While neither was to provide a template for 
the ideal civil society, "wild tribes" became objects of great intellectual interest. 
Robertson's work, which would have been widely discussed in all the circles in which 
the Forsters moved, may have encouraged J.R. Forster to abandon intellectual caution in 
favour of a bolder, tidier, and more intuitive "inference" concerning the "negritos" of the 
Pacific. 
Forster's final chapter on civilisation, while using J.F. Blumenbach's386 terminology of 
"human varieties",387 reflects many of Robertson's ideas concerning the different 
"national character" to be detected in "savages" according to whether they were "black" 
or "brown". Forster, despite pointing out that there was an infinite gradation in human 
characteristics, opened his discussion of the varieties of races with the statement: 
We chiefly observed two great varieties388 of people in the South Seas, the one 
more fair, well-limbed ... the other, black ... the body more slender and low.389 
Forster's whole analysis of the Pacific nations is predicated upon there being two 
races.390 His Comparative Vocabulary Table391 gives "a general view of many 
385 See Appendix l, Carroll, 2002, pp. 6-9. This question is also discussed in Chapter III ofthis thesis, 
386 Blumenbach, (1865) 1795, pp. 274, 272 , cited Robertson's History of America. Blumenbach 's 
theories on the application of the "Laws of degeneration" (p. 273) placed much less emphasis on size and 
vigour. See Robertson's theories quoted in an above footnote. Blumenbach, (1865) 1795, p. 207ff. 
discusses "modes of degeneration". He, like Buffon, attributed degeneracy to the adverse operation of 
climate which transformed skin colour from the original white. 
387 J.R. Forster, (1778) 1996, p. 173, used Blumenbach's 1776 edition. The Forsters were in 
communication with the scholars at Gottingen, and George Forster had communicated to Blumenbach a 
description of the people of Malekula which Blumenbach incorporated in the first edition of On the 
Natural Varieties of Mankind, (1776) 1865, footnote p. 119. 
388 For J.R. Forster varieties and races seem to be synonyms. This contrasts as will be noted later with 
Blumenbach's use. 
389 J .R. Forster, (1778) 1996, p. 153. 
390 J.R. Forster (followed Bougainville) in conjecturing two Pacific races; Bougainville, however, was 
probably only referring to Tahiti. Bougainville, 1772, p. 249: "The inhabitants ofTaiti consist of two races 
of men, very different from each other, but speaking the same language, having the same customs, and 
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languages".392 The first section comprises the five (Polynesian) nations who all spoke 
dialects of the "same general language"393 which he held proved they were of the same 
race and also that their language was related collaterally to Malay. The second section 
comprises New Caledonia, Tanna (New Hebrides)394 and Malicolo (New Hebrides), or 
"the three [dark] tribes of the latter [second] race, [who, he argued] have not even a 
similarity of speech among themselves."395 Nevertheless, he claimed this group could be 
treated as a single race because "they really have some similarity in their customs, 
colour, form and habit of body".396 The second section also includes languages of the 
East Indies and New Holland. The last section comprises languages of west coast 
America, included to show that they were not related to the "second" group.397 
Forster's genealogy of the "Malay" family of languages appears to be the opposite of the 
genealogy which Marsden was to develop. Marsden argued that the Malay language was 
the latest and most advanced of a multi-branched genealogical chain, whereas Forster 
seemingly mix without distinction. The first ... their hair in general is black. The second race ... have 
frizzled hair as hard as bristles". 
391 If the text and explanation (J .R. Forster, ( 1778) 1996, pp. 184-190) are taken in isolation, the order of 
the headings can most correctly be interpreted as a progression from data Forster collected himself 
followed by data on the Malay language and two related (Philippine) "dialects" (Tagala and Pampanga) 
from published sources (from the north-east), and New Holland (to the west) which may be relevant, but to 
show it was unrelated. The last section represents language sources, from the west coast of America that 
he eliminated as possible progenitor languages for the second [dark] race. See J.R. Forster, ( 1778) 1996, 
pp. 341-2. 
392 J .R. Forster, ( 1778) 1996, pp. 188-189. (36 words and I 0 numerals for 12 lndo-Pacific languages and 
Mexican, Peruvian and Chileese [sic] as well as English) 
393 J.R. Forster, (1778) 1996, p. 185: "Having now determined that these [Polynesian] people use the same 
general language in various dialects, we have only to prove that the other nations are of a different race, 
from that, to which the first varieties owe their origin; and this is very easy to prove in the same manner by 
their languages, which are not only entirely different from the above mentioned general language, but are 
likewise distinct from each other." In the text at J .R. Forster, (1778)1996, p. 249 he added the Low Islands 
to this list, and reiterated that these languages were so similar "that the differences are hardly sufficient to 
constitute dialects". 
394 J.R. Forster, (1778)1996, p. 228: "the inhabitants of Tanna, were ... likewise acquainted re language". 
395 J.R. Forster, ( 1778) 1996, pp. 341-42. See also Forster, 1778, p. 249: "The languages spoken at the 
New-Hebrides, New-Caledonia, and New-Holland, are absolutely distinct from the above general language 
[i.e. Malay type], and likewise among themselves". 
396 J.R. Forster, (1778) 1996, p. 185. 
397 J.R. Forster, (I 778)1996, p. 342. 
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saw Malay as a possible progenitor of the Philippine Tagalog and Pamanga398 languages 
and suggested that "Malays" from the Philippines had migrated to the Pacific: 
the ancient Malays of the Peninsula, of Malacca, gradually spread among the 
isles of the Indian seas; first over Borneo then to the Philippines; from whence 
they extended over the Ladrone islands, the New Carolines, and Pescadores; 
and lastly, they removed to the Friendly islands, the Society-islands, the 
Marquesas, and Easter island, to the Eastward and to New-Zeeland to the 
Southward. This migration appears to be successive, and perhaps over several 
centuries.399 
He argued that this "line of migration" was "something more than mere conjecture". 
According to Forster, "lighter skinned (Polynesian) races" were probably connected with 
a "common ancestor" of Malay language speakers rather than "the immediate offspring 
of the Malays".400 He noted that as: 
several words of the Malay language, are found in the 0-Taheitee tongue, and 
its various dialects, they may be considered as proofs of the origin of these 
islanders.401 
Yet he rejected a direct relationship between the Malay and Polynesian languages 
because: 
It would be highly inconclusive from the similarity of a few words, to infer 
that these islanders were descended from the Malays: for as the Malay 
contains words found in the Persian, Malabar, Braminic, Cingalese, Javanese, 
and Malegass, this should likewise imply, that the nations speaking the above 
mentioned languages, were the offspring of the Malays, which would certainly 
be proving too much.402 
Forster's references to "Malay" are confusing because he uses Malay language and 
Malay peoples interchangeably and apparently the "general language" and Malay 
language were one and the san1e.403 He conjectured that the first migrants to the Pacific404 
(his second [dark] people) were negrito cannibals from the Moluccas and that (later) 
398 Presumably from Pampanga, the name for bay and coastal plain west of Manila. 
399 J .R. Forster, ( 1778) 1996, pp. 227-8. 
400 J .R. Forster, ( 1778) 1996, p. 226. 
401 J.R. Forster, (1778)1996, p. 226. 
402 J.R. Forster, (1778) 1996, pp. 187 and 190. Marsden was to argue that the very presence of these 
words proved Malay to be the "youngest" language, and their absence in other languages, that they were 
more ancient. 
403 Perhaps he regarded the "ancient Malay" language of Malacca as having changed considerably over 
time, or perhaps he was taking the same line as in Hawkesworth, quoted above, to the effect that 
archipelago Malay or contemporary Malay was a degenerate form (meaning far removed/descended from 
the original). 
404 Horridge, 1995, p.135. 
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feudal405 Malay migrants had "endeavoured to wean their new subjects from that cruel 
cannibalism".406 Thus Forster's "fair inferences" gave him the neat conclusion that there 
were only two Pacific races.407 As is outlined in the next chapter, in 1780 Marsden's 
theories overturned Forster's linguistic analysis and theories. 
Robertson and the demise of the "noble savage" 
Robertson's History of America virtually redefined the category of "savage" in English 
language discourse and introduced the concept of Europeans as agents of 
improvement.408 All American peoples from the Mexican and Peruvian empires to the 
"meanest" tribes on earth were classed as savages as were, by implication, the peoples of 
the Pacific.409 The concept of savage410 had long provided a paradigm for scholars 
looking at origins and history of humankind, 411 but, while "savage" retained some of its 
early senses, Robertson transformed the noble to the "naked" savage.412 Nowhere was 
there more eloquent justification for his theories than in Hawkesworth's Account: 
405 J .R. Forster, ( 1778) 1996, p. 226. Forster cited Poivre to support his contention that Malays introduced 
feudal practices in Tahiti. 
406 J.R. Forster, (1778) 1996, p. 228. 
407 J.R. Forster, (1778)1996, p. 186-7. The following islands were listed as having dark-skinned 
inhabitants: Moluccas, the Philippines, Formosa, New Guinea, New Britain and Nova Hibernia. He 
suggested that "these blacks in New Guinea, are probably re lated to those in the Moluccas and 
Philippines". 
408 See Appendix I, Carroll, 2002, pp. 28-31. 
409 Robertson, 1777, V. i, p . 324: "though they [Americans] may all be comprehended under the general 
denomination of savage, the advances which they had made in the art of procuring to themselves a certain 
and plentiful subsistence, were very unequal''. 
410 Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. i, Book XVIII, sect. 11 , p. 276, defined the difference between savages 
and barbarians, (namely that savages are dispersed clans whereas barbarous nations are "capable of being 
united" i.e. accept some form of government) and these definitions held good throughout the rest of the 
18th century. For text, see Appendix l, Carroll, 2002, endnote 54. OED 2nd edn 1989: For savage, 
meaning B. 2. has the sense of a person living in the woods free and untrammelled by the burdens of civil 
society: "A person living in the lowest state of development or cultivation; an uncivilised, wild person". 
Dryden's quotation given above is quoted as is "1763 J. Brown Poetry & Mus iii. 29 The Iroquois, Hurons 
and some less considerable Tribes, are free independent savages''. For a summary of the later history of the 
"savage" as a stage in Man's development see Blainey, ( 1988) 1989, pp. 64-67, on L.H. Morgan and his 
influence on Marx and Engels. 
411 Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 324: "In every inquiry concerning the operations ofmen when united 
together in society, the first object of attention should be their mode of subsistence". 
412 For example in the second half of the 18th century "savage" still retained a sense of 'valour' or 
bravery as well as freedom and independence: Hume, (I 754)1758, footnote p. 125: "The most rude and 
barbarous of the white, such as the ancient Germans, the present Tartars, have still something eminent 
about them, in their valour''. Robertson 1777, V. i, p. 416: "[In the West Indies] they possess in the most 
eminent degree, that force of mind, and love of independence, which I have pointed out as the chief virtues 
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most destitute and forlorn, as well as the most stupid of all human beings: the 
outcasts of Nature, who spent their lives in wandering about the dreary wastes 
... almost naked; and destitute of every convenience that is furnished by the 
rudest art, having no implement to dress their food: yet they were content. 
They seemed to have no wish for anything more than they possessed. 413 
Because he conceptualised civilisation as a progressive acquisition of intellectual and 
practical "arts", for Robertson savages lived in "ignorance and imbecility" and a "noble" 
savage was a contradiction in terms.414 Robertson believed the rate at which a society 
advanced was attributable more to environmental and accidental causes than to varieties 
among nations. His theories explained many of the findings of Cook's first voyage, 
particularly differences in condition of inhabitants of New Holland415 and Tahiti416 which 
elucidated many of the s~cond voyage' s anthropological findings (of which he may have 
been aware in advance of their publication). He divided savages whose daily subsistence 
of man in his savage state. They have defended their liberty with persevering fortitude against the 
Europeans, who subdued other rude nations of America with the greatest of ease". Robertson, 1777, V. i, 
p. 330: "men accustomed to the free and vagrant life of hunters [i.e. savages], are incapable of regular 
application to Jabour" . 
413 Hawkesworth, 1773, V. ii, p. 59; "stupid" was Hawkesworth's word. An approximation of these 
sentiments occurred in both Banks and Cook in connection with New Holland. The quotation ends "how 
much more they may be the gainers by an exemption from the care, labour and solicitude, which arise from 
a perpetual and unsuccessful effort to gratify an infinite variety of desires." 
414 Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 308 and V. ii, p. 313: "Since that time [the Spanish conquest] persons more 
enlightened and impartial than the discoverers or conquerors of America, have had an opportunity of 
contemplating the most savage of its inhabitants, and they have been astonished and humbled, with 
observing how nearly man, in this condition. approaches to the brute creation". See also Appendix I, 
Carroll, 2002, pp 4-5. 
415 Robertson, 1777, V. i, pp. 325-26: "[some savages] depend entirely upon the bounty of nature for 
subsistence. They discover no solicitude, they employ little foresight, they scarcely exert any industry, to 
secure what is necessary for their support ... . They neither sow nor plant [but live on what] the earth 
produces spontaneously ... At other times they subsist by fishing; and nature seems to have indulged the 
laziness of the people, by the liberality with which she ministers, in this way, to their wants". Due to the 
liberality of the waters, some tribes were "fishers before they became hunters". Also cf. Hawkesworth, 
1773, V. iii, pp. 630-632: "The sea in this country is much more liberal of food to the inhabitants than the 
land .... It is certain that we did not see one foot of ground in a state of cultivation; and therefore it may 
well be concluded that where the sea does not contribute to feed the inhabitants, the country is not 
inhabited". 
416 Robertson, 1777, V. i, pp. 315-316: "Man cannot continue long in this state of feeble and uninformed 
infancy ... Accordingly ... some previous precautions are taken, for securing subsistence .... Still, 
however, the improvident and slothful genius of the savage state predominates. Even among those more 
improved tribes, labour is deemed ignominious and degrading", and Robertson, V. i, p. 328: "The life ofa 
hunter gradually leads man to a state more advanced. If a savage trusts to his bow alone for food, he and 
his family will often be reduced to extreme distress [which] surmounts the abhorrence of labour natural to 
savage nations, and compels them to have recourse to culture as subsidiary to hunting". Cf. Hawkesworth, 
1773, V. ii, p. 145, on preserving bread-fruit to eat when the trees were no longer bearing, and 
Hawkesworth, 1773, V. ii, p. 186: "All these, which serve the inhabitants for food, the earth produces 
spontaneously, or with so little culture, that they seem exempted from the first general curse, that 'Man 
should eat his bread in the sweat of his brow'". 
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was a constant battle417 from those whose circumstances left them with energy or interest 
to spare for "love". The coincidence between Robertson and George Forster on women 
in savage societies suggests it was commonly accepted that: 
It is the practice of all uncivilized nations to deny their women the common 
privileges of human beings, and to treat them as inferior to themselves. The 
ideas of finding happiness and comfort in the bosom of a companion, only 
arise with a higher degree of culture.4 18 
Robertson believed his theories accounted for infanticide419 and sexual promiscuity in the 
South Seas420 (but he denied that such a situation had ever pertained in America).42 1 
Robertson's interest was "in tracing the line by which nations proceed towards 
civilization"422 and his theoretical framework was a fusion of the four "modes of 
subsistence" and the "organic" development of society, 423 refined by his notions of 
"infancy".424 Drawing on the authority of an admittedly imperfect Greco-Roman 
417 Robertson, 1777, V. i, pp. 295-96: "We may well suppose, that amidst the hardships, the dangers, and 
the simplicity of savage life, where subsistence is always precarious, and often scanty, where men are 
almost continually engaged in the pursuit of their enemies, or in guarding against their attacks, ... that the 
attention of the Americans to their women would be extremely feeble". 
418 Forster, 1777, V. ii, p. 324, and cf. Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 293: "The savage of America views his 
female with disdain, as an animal of a Jess noble species". 
419 Robertson, 1777, V. i, pp. 297-98, considered the Americans' universal physical perfection was the 
result of infanticide. Cf. Hawkesworth, 1773, V. ii, pp. 207-209, on Arreoy society's practices. 
420 Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 296: "in those countries of America, where ... the hardships of savage life are 
less severely felt, the animal passion of the sexes becomes more ardent. .. . as hardly any restraint is 
imposed on the gratification of desire, either by religion, or by laws, or decency, the dissolution of their 
manners is excessive". Cf. Hawkesworth, 1773, V. ii, (c Oct 1769) pp. 206-207: "There is a dance, called 
Timorodee, which is performed by young girls ... consisting of motions and gestures beyond imagination 
wanton, in the practice of which they are brought up from their earliest childhood .... there is a scale in 
dissolute sensuality, which these people have ascended , wholly unknown to every other nation whose 
manners have been recorded from the beginning of the world to the present hour, which no imagination 
could possibly conceive". 
421 Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 317, distanced the Tahitians when he commented on Americas in general: "A 
general state of promiscuous intercourse between the sexes never existed but in the imagination of the 
poets". 
422 Robertson, 1777, V. ii, p. 269. 
423 Cf. Rayna], 1777, V. iii, p. 475: "fixed, and even hereditary property" promoted civilisation. "Ifit 
were not for the first of these, we should see on the globe only wandering and naked savages, miserably 
subsisting on such fruits and vegetables as are the sole and scanty productions of rude nature. If it were not 
for the second, every individual would live only for himself; mankind would be deprived of every 
permanent advantage". White 's account (1973, p. 63), of the "creation of society" acknowledges the 
inherent conflict of (biblical) ideas with the "noble/ignoble" savage phenomenon. Society "as we know it" 
is said to have originated after primitive but rational man "fell" into a state of self induced chaos. 
424 Enlightenment scholars believed histories ofnations and of mankind resembled a human life, 
chronicling an organic process of growth from a state of (childlike) innocence or infancy towards maturity 
(followed by decline and fall). Hume's exposition ofthe theory in his Essays on Commerce, Interest and 
Money (1752) influenced Adam Smith, Meek, 1973, p. 45. 
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tradition,425 Robertson treated the human species as a continuum, privileging climate and 
location and, without overt reference to racial difference, promoted notions of hierarchy 
and "ranking" of nations (discussed in Chapter ill). He argued that although "the most 
depraved people on earth" American Indians were treading the same developmental path 
that nations of Europe and Asia had already traversed and that the New World offered an 
opportunity "to survey man in his rudest and most early state" and fill gaps in the history 
of Man: 
We must follow him [i.e. humankind] in his progress through the different 
stages of society, as he gradually advances from the infant state of civil life 
towards maturity and decline.426 
He argued that until "the discovery of the useful metals, and the acquisition of dominion 
over the animal creation" (which he claimed was the case for both Peru and Mexico) a 
nation "can hardly be considered as having advanced beyond the infancy of civil life".427 
Marsden was (as discussed in Chapter III) to emphasise these as features distinguishing 
Sumatrans from South Sea Islander savages. 
Robertson's exposition in Hist01y of America of his "infancy" metaphor brought a new 
sophistication to the discussion and helped promote many of the basic tenets of 
Imperialism. By juxtaposing terms for mental immaturity and physical weakness 
Robertson enhanced the notion that savage tribes were "infant" societies.428 Robertson 
argued that the emergence of civil society was preceded by tribes which were "infant" 
social organisations. These qualities inevitably suggested a childlike vulnerability and a 
consequent need for protection and guidance by responsible mentors. Similarly, although 
Rayna! maintained the influences of hot climates were pernicious for native and settler 
425 Robertson, 1977, V. i, p. 282: "The philosophers and historians of ancient Greece and Rome, our 
guides in this as well as every other disquisition, had only a limited view of the subject". 
426 Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 282. See also Appendix I, Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 282-282 quoted in 
Carroll, 2002, p. 14. 
427 Robertson, 1777, V. ii, pp. 268-269. 
428 Robertson, 1777, V. ii, p. 308: " in the progress of the species ... there is a period of infancy, during 
which the several powers of the mind are not unfolded, and all are feeble and defective in their operation". 
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alike,429 Robertson held that they could be overcome. Thus with appropriate and 
presumably Christian religion and institutions, the "moral" failings and "cowardice" of 
Hindus, for example, would be rectified.430 Robertson's doctrine (and very broad 
definition of "savage") was to help justify colonial governments treating subject nations 
as "primitive" peoples needing "guidance''. This scenario was accepted by most writers 
on the East and, as further discussed in Chapters III and IV, Robertson's enumeration of 
characteristics that separate civil from savage society influenced Marsden's History. 
Marsden accepted the notion of Britain as provider of beneficial guidance to other 
nations, not on the grounds that Malays were "savages" (because their religion 
automatically promoted them to the ranks of the civilised) but because he saw it as a 
means ofrectifying their "decline" by rehabilitating Malay "national character".431 These 
issues also inform Marsden's subtle, but Imperialistic, moral messages. 
Conclusion 
This chapter has analysed selected features of eighteenth century discourse relevant to 
examining Marsden's scholarship as a whole. These discursive formations have included 
overarching philosophical and scientific ideas of the Enlightenment as well as 
stereotypical notions, such as those on the Malays and Islam, specific to a newly 
emerging discourse on Asia that underpinned the History. Montesquieu's comparative 
study of laws and institutions of East and West provided a framework for Enlightenment 
projects closely linked to the evolution of Asian and Malay scholarship. Many hitherto 
received doctrines, such as the law of climate, were contested areas hotly debated by 
eighteenth century scholars. The importance of concepts of civilisation and "national 
character" in eighteenth-century discourse has been emphasised. These ideas furnished 
429 Rayna!, 1777, V. i, pp. 298-99: "In the second or at the farthest the third generation, Tartars, Turks, 
Persians, and even Europeans, [resident in the East] contract the slothful indolence of the Indians." 
430 Rayna!, 1777, Y. i, p. 298: "These influences of the climate might certainly be subdued by religious or 
moral institutions; but the superstitions of the country will not admit of such exalted views. They never 
promise future rewards to the generous patriot, who falls in his country's cause ... they at the same time 
strictly forbid the effusion of blood". 
431 Probably in part because despotisms, generally associated with Eastern civi lisations, were notoriously 
unstable. The issue of the Malay "national character" is discussed in Chapter IV. 
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the intellectual world of Marsden and his contemporaries. Ways scientific interest in 
"manners and customs" engendered an new awareness of difference have been 
highlighted. 
Linguistic evidence compiled by the Pacific navigator-scientists relevant to Marsden's 
"Remarks" paper has been particularly examined as has the emerging emphasis on 
"physical" characteristics. New eighteenth century techniques used to study comparative 
languages provided means of interrogating vocabularies of "wild tribes" collected by the 
Pacific discoverers who drew on the inspiration of Linnaeus. The advent of 
"anthropological" methods of examining peoples and nations exerted a strong influence 
on the gestation of Marsden's 1783 History. Marsden's interest in the Pacific discoveries 
combined with his situation in Sumatra and his scholarly aptitude resulted in 
dramatically new philological theories. The next chapter analyses Marsden's linguistic 
scholarship generally and particularly how comparative philology as a scholarly tool in 
the search for the original family of mankind influenced his use of the Pacific explorers' 
evidence for his "Remarks" paper. 
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Chapter II: Eighteenth century philology: language as science, people as evidence 
Knowledge must necessarily be confined within narrow limits, till written language has conveyed it 
through every order of men. No authority can, at the same time, so decisively fix the peculiar habits and 
pursuits of a nation as the sounds by which they articulate their ideas. John Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. I. 
Chapter II1 focuses on Marsden's linguistic work and chiefly on his paper, "Remarks on 
the Sumatran Languages", whose theories he first aired in 1780.2 The hypotheses 
advanced in Marsden' s paper transcend the relatively modest confines that his original 
title suggests and completely overshadow rival, and even complementary, theories. As 
explained in the Introduction and more fully discussed in Chapter III, Marsden' s 
"Remarks" paper underlies the central argument of his 1783 History of Sumatra. The 
previous chapter surveyed the general intellectual environment and the recent 
developments in the field of South-Sea Island linguistics that provided the immediate 
catalyst for Marsden's scholarship. This chapter examines Marsden's use of new 
linguistic methodologies developed by eighteenth century "scientific" practitioners of 
comparative philology to address questions of civilisation and savagery. An outline of 
eighteenth-century "scientific" developments that inspired and informed the 
"anthropological" side of Marsden's work precedes an examination of the "Remarks" 
paper and its immediate influence. When "Oriental studies"3 turned its focus on India 
this gave new direction to Marsden's later work. His further insights into the Malay 
language and culture are also discussed. Several refinements to his theories were 
published in the 1811 History of Sumatra, his Malayan Dictionary, and Grammar of the 
Malayan Language (1812). The chapter concludes with some discussion ofMarsden's 
1834 On the Polynesian or East-Insular Languages and his response to his 
contemporary critics. 
1 Marsden's transliteration of Malay words in "Remarks" and the 1783 History is idiosyncratic and 
inconsistent. The first widely accepted and systematic transliteration for South and Southeast Asian 
languages was compiled by Sir William Jones in 1788 for use in Asiatic Researches. (Further discussed in 
Chapter V). Marsden adapted Jones' system for the 1811 History and from thenceforward. In 1834 he 
published his own Romanization scheme better suited to the Archipelago languages, Marsden, 1834b, On 
a Conventional Roman Alphabet applicable to Oriental Languages. 
2 As described in the Introduction. 
3 This is Marsden's own phrase; see Marsden, l 834a, p. I quoted in footnote below. 
Significance of the "Remarks" paper 
In his "Remarks" paper Marsden introduced to European scholarship the concept of the 
language family which eventually would be known as Malayo-Polynesian4 (later 
Austronesian5). The paper drew on languages of the "inter tropical region"6 which 
included the South Seas as well as the Archipelago. Marsden's philological work 
belongs to this wider field of endeavour 7 as well as to Malay learning. He identified 
(through ratiocination and inference) the vast sweep of islands and countries from 
Madagascar to Easter Island (Rapanui) where Austronesian languages occur. Marsden 
advanced two propositions. His first suggested that if the "links of the latitudinal chain" 
were traced through the Malay Peninsula and lndo-China they might reveal that the 
original language of the Archipelago came from Tartary. His second demonstrated that 
languages of all peoples8 from "Madagascar eastward to the Marquesas", with the 
exception of the Australian aborigines and negritos, were related.9 Moreover, this was 
before contemporary linguists had identified any other significant world language family. 
By the early nineteenth century, comparative philology, emerging in Europe as a 
(scientific) discipline, had become the domain of experts. Marsden's theories had 
contributed to the major ethnographic developments that resulted in the identification of 
4 According to OED Online: "It was first used in 1842 by Prichard in his Natural History of Man p. 327". 
The term Malayo-Polynes ian derives from De Brosses via Marsden's "greater Polynesia". It refers to the 
family oflanguages which includes Malay. See, for example, Winstedt, I923, p. 93. lt is often used 
interchangeably with Austronesian. Bellwood, 1995, p. 5: Today "Many scholars consider that the 
Austronesian language has four highest order sub-groups" of which Malayo-Polynesian is the fourth. 
5 Austronesian first came into use in c.1904 as a synonym for Malayo-Polynesian (OED online) 
6 Marsden, 1834a, p. 3: "!applied the name of Polynesian to that general tongue, which will be found to 
extend, through the inter-tropical region, from Madagascar, or, more obviously, from Sumatra, as its 
western, to Easter Island, in the Pacific Ocean as its eastern limit". 
7 As did On Polynesia or the East-Insular Languages, (whereas discussion in his Grammar (18I2b) 
Introduction was limited to Hither Polynesia, as noted in Chap I) 
8 For whom specimen vocabularies were available at that time. 
9 Marsden, 1782, p. 155. His thesis became better known by the phrase "from Madagascar to Easter 
Island" which were the limits of the East to West geographic spread of languages cited in "Remarks'', see 
Marsden, (1812b) 1984, pp. i, xviii, where he was more concerned to define Hither Polynesia, or the 
"Malayan Archipelago" which excluded New Guinea, than to describe Further Polynesia, or the "South-sea 
islands''. (The concept of the intermediate or ambiguous region first surfaced in 1834). Marsden, 1834a, p. 
3, and the arrangement of the Table in Cook, 1784. As discussed below, he was also in 1812 to except 
"negritos". Marsden, l 834a, p. 4 ff. 
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Caucasians as the original tribe. "Race" had become a word signifying ethnicity. 10 
Seeking the origins of (particular) nations 11 was now a task for historians who 
increasingly sought differences rather than similarities. Finally in 1834, in response to a 
resurgence of interest amongst continental scholars, 12 Marsden published On the 
Polynesian or East-Insular Languages. This was an explanation and defence of his thesis 
which had been seriously misinterpreted by some scholarly successors who challenged 
his conclusions. In one important respect, Marsden, perhaps in deference to the new age, 
modified the "Remarks" paper. In 1780 Marsden had given priority to language, then to 
custom; in 1834 he still gave priority to language, but took account of custom and colour 
(i.e. physical attributes). 
Why is Marsden's paper, "Remarks on the Sumatran Language", so significant? In 
retrospect, his achievements are both astonishing and unexpected. The "Remarks" paper 
was a true pathfinder. According to Marsden' s theory, language affinities over-rode 
national or racial boundaries. His hypotheses were received with considerable acclaim by 
his scholarly contemporaries. In the short term, he challenged received European ideas of 
"Malay", but more significantly, he challenged received ideas on necessary links 
between nationality and language. Marsden hoped his paper would contribute to the 
"history of mankind" which at the time still included the search for an "original tribe" 
and an "original language". He presented a new view of the Malay nation and its 
relationship to the Indian and Pacific Ocean island world and suggested a continental 
Asia connection to a Tartar origin. By relating Malays to "other Sumatrans", negritos and 
Polynesians Marsden was associating Malays with the peoples of the Archipelago and 
Pacific who practised cannibalism, human sacrifice and infanticide. Formerly, claims of 
Malay supremacy in the region, resting on their imperial reputation and achievements, 
10 Even in 1834, Marsden, l 834a, footnote p. 40, to whom similarities were so important, could write 
when defending the sometimes ineffective attempts of travellers to collect vocabularies: "which contribute 
to the important object of distinguishing the various races of men". 
11 Jones' work virtually took ideas on the original tribe or tribes to the limits of then available knowledge 
and he had begun on historical treatment in his last Discourse. 
12 Presumably following publications by Dumont d'Urville, especially. 
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had been unquestioned. Once Marsden's new theory surfaced, however, there was 
potential for the Malays' prestige to be seriously undermined. As the cult of the "noble" 
savage waned,13 Malays, who had formerly been perceived as different from (and 
superior to) the peoples of the Archipelago, were increasingly thought of as differing 
from the "savage" tribes around them in degree only, rather than in kind. Future claims 
for their pre-eminence would be more rigorously scrutinized, and would require (as 
discussed in chapters III and IV) a vigorous defence. 
Although Marsden himself claimed his theories were a relatively small contribution to 
the history of (the origins of) mankind, Marsden's "Remarks" and his History, written as 
complementary texts to uphold his linguistic theory, together formed the foundation of 
"modem" British scholarship on the Malay world. Support for Marsden's theories 
remained strong even among those who had failed to grasp their implications.14 John 
Crawfurd, for example, who confined his interests to the "limits of the Indian islands" 
reproduced Marsden's theory15 which he described as covering the lands extending from: 
the north-western extremity of Sumatra, to the western shores of New Guinea, and 
may even be carried to Madagascar to the west, the Phillipines [sic] to the east, 
and the remotest of Cook's discoveries to the south. 16 
While later British administrator-scholars working in Malay Lands were to dismiss 
Marsden's Tartary suggestion, it was supported by contemporary philosopher-scientists. 
Marsden, throughout, retained his belief in the "latitudinal chain". He knew fashion was 
fickle and was to note in I 834 that for Oriental scholars study of "the maritime and less 
civilised regions of the East"11 had been soon replaced by "Sanskrit learning". 18 
Nevertheless, his Malayo-Polynesian theory was widely disseminated in Britain and 
13 As described in Chapter I. 
14 Although, as described below, they were to be disputed by John Leyden. 
15 Crawfurd's own theories, as discussed below, were, however, the inverse ofMarsden's. 
16 Crawfurd, I 820, V. ii, p. 72. The authority cited for this sentence was Marsden 's "Remarks" paper. 
17 Marsden, l 834a, p. I , quoted in footnote below. 
18 Marsden, l 834a, p. l : "About the period at which I first submitted to the notice of the literary world 
such information [i.e. in his "Remarks" paper] as a residence in Sumatra had enabled me to acquire on the 
subject of the languages spoken by the inhabitants of that and other of the Eastern islands, it happened that 
the richer and more important mine of Sanskrit learning had been opened by the labours of Wilkins and of 
Jones". 
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Europe. Especially towards the end of the eighteenth century, he considerably influenced 
scholarly and scientific assessment of the linguistic implications of the Pacific 
discoveries. The direct influence of his "Remarks" paper, if it appeared short-lived in 
Britain, persisted longer in continental Europe. Indirectly, the paper has remained 
influential. 
The quest for the original tribe and the age of science 
The last quarter of the eighteenth century was a transitional period heralding the end of 
the Enlightenment. The search for an original tribe ended in 1795,19 but that for an 
original language continued until 1808.20 Yet until the 1860s, when the history of Man 
and the history of language were definitively distinguished, notions of language and tribe 
or nation seemed coextensive.2 1 Traditional scholarly themes persisted although a new 
scientific age had dawned, yet as relativism increased, universalism lessened its hold. 
New science emphasised testing theories by observation or experiment as advocated by 
Rousseau22 among others, as discussed in Chapter I. In accordance with the spirit of the 
age, Marsden was "especially" interested in contributing data to philosopher-scientisits, 
such as Blumenbach, investigating the "history of man".23 Marsden rejected deductive or 
"abstract" reasoning as an inadequate basis for his project of "adding to the general 
knowledge of the agem4 concerning "real existence and matters of fact".25 
and this science [study of the human species], like all others, it is impossible 
to improve by abstract speculation merely. A regular series of authenticated 
facts, is what alone can enable us to rise towards a perfect knowledge in it. 26 
The word science which traditionally meant knowledge as opposed to belief or opinion 
was, in the eighteenth century, on the cusp of change.27 According to contemporary 
19 When Blumenbach declared the Caucasian the primaeval race. 
20 Schwab, (1950) 1984, p. 175. Schlegel ruled out a single original language in 1808. 
21 Schwab, ( 1950) 1984, p. 169: "It was not until 1861 that Max Muller pointed out in his lectures on the 
Sciences of language that confusing the history of languages with the history of races falsified 
everything". 
22 Rousseau, 1761, pp. 240-241, note 12 for page 50. Quoted in footnote in Chapter I. 
23 Marsden, 1783, pp. vii-viii. 
24 Marsden, 1783, p. vii. 
25 Hume, (1777)1951, p. 41 . As noted in the Introduction, Rousseau had already made similar statements. 
26 Marsden, 1783, p. viii. 
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epistemology, all knowledge, whether natural, moral or metaphysical, fell under the 
genus philosophy. 28 A student of physics was called a "natural philosopher" and one 
meaning of philosophy was "the course of sciences [or academic studies] read in the 
schools [i.e. the universities]".29 Thus the history of mankind was classed as a 
"science".30 Moral philosophy, in the last quarter of the eighteenth century, was said to 
have emerged from: 
The science of Ethics [which] has been divided by modern writers into two 
parts; the one comprehending the theory of Morals, and the other its practical 
doctrines. 31 
Marsden committed himself to an analytical, scholarly and scientific (i.e. factual) 
enterprise. As he was to explain in the History, he was "laying a foundation stone" by 
"establish[ing] facts, rather than systems".32 In other words, rather than selecting data to 
fit a preconceived theory,33 he arrived at his theories after reviewing his observations and 
evidence. 
Aspirations to chronicle the "history of mankind" were fuelled by a Judaeo-Christian 
heritage and reverence for the Bible as history.34 Studying "infant" societies of "wild 
27 For example, Rayna!, 1777, V. ii , p. 521: "M. de Buffon, to whom we are indebted for so many useful 
and profound observations ... is worthy of the attention of statesmen, whose steps ought always to be 
guided by the lights of philosophy". OED Online 2nd edition 1989: "Science I a, the state or fact of 
knowing; knowledge or cognizance of something specified or implied; also, with wider reference, 
knowledge (more or less extensive) as a personal attribute .... Philos. In the sense of 'knowledge' as 
opposed to 'belief or 'opinion' [the examples given are 17th and 18th century]. See also note for 5a. "In 
the 17th and 18th c. the notion now usually expressed by science was commonly expressed by 
philosophy". 
28 OED Online 2nd edition 1989. 2: "commonly called the three Philosophies. Hence the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy". 
29 Johnson, 1773. "Philosophy 3. Reasoning or argumentation. [hence] 4. The course of sciences read in 
the schools". 
30 As noted in Chapter I, with the rise of the "disciplines", after 1800 the "history of mankind" became 
much more clearly separated into history "proper", anthropology and archaeology, but pre-1800 a more 
inclusive scholarship prevailed. 
31 Stewart, (1794)1997, p. 104. Brown, (I 820)1997, p. 139: "The system, to which I allude, is that which 
is delivered by Dr Smith, in his Theory of Moral Sentiments, - a work, unquestionably of first rank, in a 
science, which I cannot but regard, as to man, the most interesting of sciences". 
32 Marsden, 1783, p. 373, quoted in Chapter III. The notion of "system" is discussed in Chapter III. 
33 And selecting "facts" to fit his theory, as Montesquieu was accused of doing. See Carrithers [sic], 
(1748) 1996, pp. 42-43. Montesquieu was criticised by contemporaries for "excessive rationalism''. 
Voltaire, for example, wrote in an article (on The Spirit of Laws) for Dictionnaire Philosophique "I cannot 
comprehend how supposed rules can be established which are continually contradicted by experience. It 
must be acknowledged that nearly the whole book is founded on assumptions the least care demolishes". 
34 For example Isaac Newton's Chronology of Ancient Kingdoms (first published 1725 in an unauthorised 
French edition: Newton, 1724-25, p. 3 I 5) and Jacob Bryant's New System, or an Analysis of Ancient 
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tribes" or savages, discussed in Chapter I, was closely allied with these concerns. 35 The 
"scientific" search for the original language and original tribe36 was accepted as a 
legitimate scholarly endeavour. Even in 1790, tracing wandering tribes back to their 
roots was still regarded by its monogenist proponents as an almost sacred duty: 
the solution of which has no concern, indeed, with our political or commercial 
interests, but a very material connection, ifI mistake not, with interests of a 
higher nature. 37 
Until 1795,38 much effort was put into considering how tribes had "dispersed" from a 
central point. Raynal, for example, writing in the late 1760s, surmised the empires of 
China, India, Persia and Egypt had their origins in "savage inhabitants" wandering the 
hills of "the continent that forrils the center of our hemisphere"39 who may have 
"insensibly dispersed themselves towards the coasts".40 Enlightenment thought 
accommodated conflicting notions of human nature. Raynal took delight in recounting 
contradictory conclusions that could be reached, on "rational" grounds, concerning the 
spread of man across the globe.41 Dr. Douglas, clergyman-editor of Cook's Third 
Voyage, in 1784 wrote: 
Perhaps there cannot be a more interesting inquiry than to trace the migration 
of the various families or tribes that have peopled the globe. 42 
Mythology published in 1776. This latter attracted great attention in its day. One of Bryant's aims was to 
identify evidence in non Christian "mythology" which factually supported the chronology and events 
recounted in the Bible. 
35 It was believed that savagery was a universal state; savage peoples would irrespective of location be a 
source of data useful for studying the origins and history of humankind. 
36 Bryant, 1776, V. iii, p. I, sought to trace: "the migration and dispersion of nations" of the tribes of 
Israel. In the eighteenth century, the terms tribe and nation are often used interchangeably. This is 
particularly noticeable with reference to discussion of"origins" where the terms resonate with the Biblical 
use of tribes. 
37 Jones, (1790) 1979, p. 286. 
38 Jn 1795 Blumenbach (as noted in the Introduction and Chapter I) published the third edition of his 
thesis, when Sir William Jones, the last great exponent of the search for the original tribe, gave his last 
discourse on this subject. Jones, (1794) 1979, 9th Discourse. 
39 Raynal, 1777, V. ii, p. 256. There was a perception among historians such as Rayna! that even the 
educated population was hazy about the map of the g lobe and its inhabitants. 
40 Raynal, 1777, V. ii, p. 256: "savage inhabitants of the great mountains of Asia ... insensibly dispersed 
themselves towards the coasts and seas that surrounds it, and formed themselves into separate nations in 
China, India, Persia and Egypt ... These conjectures are not foreign to the history of commerce, which in 
future times must greatly tend to illustrate the general history of the human race", 
41 Rayna!, 1777, V. iii, p. 375: "If man were originally white, it must be supposed, that having been 
created nearer to the frigid zone than to the torrid zone he [man] peopled the earth successively from the 
poles to the equator: while on the contrary, the fertility of the globe between the tropics, is a presumption 
that it has been peopled from the equator to the poles." 
42 Cook, 1784, V. i, p. lxxi. 
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Although exploring the "origins" of an organic human society was expected to reveal 
mechanisms controlling civilisation's progress, "Man" at the dawn of evolution was no 
longer idealised as (Rousseau's) "unspoiled innocent", but was demystified as 
(Robertson's) insensate "naked savage".43 While Christian historiography of a "universal 
history" was not entirely displaced, the long held belief that throughout history the 
essence of human nature remained unaltered44 required modification. 
Contemporary usage indicates that the words "race" and "tribe"45 were closely related. 
Eighteenth century discussion of the concept of "race" was not concerned with 
"biological" characteristics, and impresses chiefly through its lack of precision. 
"Race" was a term which occurred comparatively rarely in historical or philosophical 
discourse of the Enlightenment and was used sparingly in the newly emerging discourse 
on the East.46 The primary (eighteenth century) meanings of"race" were connected with 
family: a family ascending or descending, a generation; a collective family.47 It was also 
very close to the eighteenth century meaning of the Malay word bangs a, which also 
concerned genealogy, but unlike bangsa, "race" was not necessarily elitist.48 Towards the 
end of the eighteenth century the English word "race" underwent dramatic 
transformation assuming its modern overtones of biological determinism49 and 
superseding or, as discussed in Chapter I, acquiring some of the senses previously given 
to the word "nation". "Nation" was defined in the eighteenth century as: 
43 As noted in Chapter I, it was postulated that, since all societies trod the same evolutionary path, less 
advanced societies would yield information about the condition in former ages of more advanced societies. 
See also White, (1978)1985, esp. pp. 147-148 and p. 202 and discussion ofRobertson in Chapter I. Yet, as 
the Omai phenomenon (discussed in Chapter I) shows, "noble savages" still had a place in the popular 
imagination. 
44 Collingwood, ( 1946)1980, p. 82. 
45 For Marsden's use of the terms "race", "nation'', and "tribe" see Appendix IX. "Tribe" was defined by 
Johnson, 1773, as "a distinct body of people as divided by family or fortune, or any other characteristic". 
46 However, new discourse driven by philosophers and scientists who were drawing on new knowledge 
brought back from the Pacific and the Archipelago was already extending the linguistic barriers/borders. 
47 E.g. Johnson, 1773, entry for race: "Race n s 1. A family ascending. 2. A family descending. 3. A 
generation; a collective family. A race of mules, fit for the plough is bred. Chapman. 4. A particular breed. 
5. A race of ginger A root of ginger. 6. A particular strength or taste of wine. 7. Contest in running". 
48 See Appendix IX for occurrence in Marsden's 1783 History of the words "race", "nation" and "tribe". 
49 As discussed in Douglas, 2001. 
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a great number of families derived from the same blood, born in the same 
country, and living under the same government (Temple).50 
Marsden may have been, like many of his time, a monogenist, although belief in the 
brotherhood of man was without the humanitarian overtones that were to emerge after 
the turn of the century. Perhaps because of the scepticism of some of his scholarly 
exemplars, Marsden was circumspect in framing his views on "origins".51 
Thus, Marsden began to write when many received opinions were being questioned. As 
discussed in Chapter I, methodologies based on meticulous examination and 
accumulation of factual evidence were replacing reliance on a priori (or rationalist) 
reasoning: 52 
Man was both object and subject of knowledge, so what was taken to be 
universal and what was taken to be specific about human nature shaped 
scientific enquiry. 53 
Universalism was challenged by the forces of historicism, and a new intellectual climate 
manifested itself in the relativist (or comparative) studies that inspired the "Remarks" 
paper. Pope's "Essay on Man" encapsulated philosophies that permeated Enlightemnent 
scholarship. 54 The sentiments expressed in his couplet: 
Know then thyself, presume not God to scan, 
The proper study of mankind is man 55 
can be found in other writers familiar to Marsden56 and capture the tenor of the last 
paragraphs of the Preface and of the Conclusion in the 1783 History.57 The following 
from the Preface to his History is almost a paraphrase: 
The study of their own species is doubtless the most interesting and important 
that can claim the attention of mankind. 58 
50 This quotation was provided by Johnson, 1773, to illustrate the meaning ofthis sense of nation: 
"Nation n s [nation, French, natio Latin] 1. A people distinguished from another people; generally by their 
language, origin or government". Johnson's definition conveys the essence of Montesquieu, (1748)2002, 
V. i, chap. XVIII, sect. 11, p. 276. 
51 As noted in the Introduction Marsden had been intended for the Ministry in the established church. 
52 A reliance on a priori reasoning rather than factual evidence. 
53 
"Introduction to Humans and Natures", 1999, p. 169, and see also White, 1973, pp. 62-62. 
54 Pope (1688-1 744) was a poet whose epigrammatic style Marsden appears to have imitated. 
55 Epistle II, verse I, lines i-ii. This last stanza was used as an epigraph by the Pacific scientist-explorer, 
J.R. Forster, for Chap VI, "Remarks on the Human Species in the South-Sea Islands", of his Observations 
(1778). 
56 Raynal, 1777, V. iii, p. 370: "Man is the only object worthy to interest man'', Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. 
1: "The Manners of Mankind must ever form an interesting enquiry". 
57 For Marsden's J 783 Conclusion see Appendix VI. 
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Marsden's interest in the history of humankind positions his work squarely within the 
modern discipline of anthropology.59 As discussed below, the anthropologist 
Blumenbach was to draw extensively on the 1783 History as well as "Remarks". 
Marsden' s audience was intensely interested in the history of humankind and while 
interest in searching for an "original" tribe was waning it had been strong in immediately 
preceding generations.60 Marsden would have read in Hawkesworth that: 
From the account that has been given of our commerce with them, it cannot be 
supposed that we should know much of their language; yet as this is an object 
of great curiosity, especially to the learned, and of great importance in their 
researches into the origin of the various nations that have been discovered, we 
took some pains to bring away such a specimen as might, in a certain degree, 
answer the purpose.6 1 
Marsden's interest in "origins" was more subtle than searching for the "original tribe". 
Although some scholars were sceptical about pursuing an "original language", 62 
language was considered a significant source for evidence of a nation's origin and 
history. This assumption, implicit in the "Remarks" paper, is made explicit in the 1783 
History (discussed in chapters III and IV). 
Comparative Philology: A hierarchy of languages 
Although "universalism'', the hallmark of Enlightenment scholarship, lingered, by the 
late Enlightenment reliance on "travellers' tales" as the foundation of scholarship had 
been replaced by a new rigor, which included the techniques of comparative philology. 
58 Marsden, 1783, p. viii. 
59 The pursuit of the history of the tribes of Man still continues. In respect of the Malayo-Polynesians, as 
noted in Chapter V, the search for origins today continues in such works as Andaya, 2002; Bellwood 
(1992)1999, and (1985)1997; Benjamin, 2002. 
60 Although Sir William Jones was actively pursing the search in the 1780s, Quintin Craufurd (I 743-
1819), (who was perhaps a polytheist) wrote, Craufurd, 1790, p. 1: "There is perhaps no subject which has 
given rise to more speculative enquiry, than the formation of the earth, and the origin of the human race ... 
while the origin of the greatest part of the inhabitants of the earth is entirely hid in obscurity"; p. 3: "we 
must stop, and rest satisfied with the truth, that the Supreme Being who created the universe, peopled our 
planet in a manner conformable to his wisdom, though hid from its short-sighted inhabitants". He also 
disbelieved writers on America who suggested that savage tribes had no idea of a Supreme Being or 
futurity. 
61 Hawkesworth, 1773, V. iii, p. 645. 
62 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. i: "The Original language of man has been considered as an interesting 
pursuit; and advocates have been found for the superior claim of every ancient tongue: Adam has been 
taught dialects he never knew; and the language even of Omnipotence they have not blushed to determine 
with precision". 
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For Marsden and other late eighteenth-century scholars, studying the "Comparative State 
of Society"63 was in part expressive of emerging scepticism. There were new tensions 
between notions of humankind's diversity and the conviction that: 
all races of mankind bear to each other so strong a resemblance ... especially 
of those [attributes and actions] which are usually deemed the most 
important.64 
It was believed that the history of humankind could be unravelled through the history of 
languages.65 Identifying similarity and diversity was the essence of comparative language 
research, as it was of all comparative studies. Since Montaigne, realisation that there is 
no absolute criterion for judging the moral and political mores of nations had been a 
feature of "modern" European thought. Montesquieu's Persian Letters and The Spirit of 
Laws highlighted an apparently infinite diversity of custom. Yet when it came to 
questions of an original language and "common ancestors", 66 as already noted, 
contradictory arguments co-existed in the discourse. Doctrines of relativism when 
carried virtually to their logical limits were taking an unexpected tum. In European eyes 
the rest of the world was gradually being classified as either superstitious (non-Christian) 
or helpless (pagan) and the new century would see the escalation of Humanitarianism 
and Imperialism. 
In the eighteenth century comparative philology was one of the principal "scientific" 
tools scholars developed to help penetrate the mysteries of "antiquity"67 and therefore a 
valuable adjunct to the study of civilisation. The early raison d'etre of comparative 
philology was the search for a single ancestral tribe. 68 It was believed forebear languages 
could be traced through examining language affinities and that language genealogies 
63 Marsden, 1783, p. 169-170. 
64 Marsden, 1783, p. 373. 
65 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. 1, quoted in footnote above. 
66 Hawkesworth, 1773, V. iii, p. 778, as quoted in the text of Chapter I. 
67 Kaempfer, I 727, V. i, p. 83: "It is unquestionably true, that languages, and their properties, are as sure 
and certain marks, as perhaps it is possible to produce, whereby to produce, whereby to discern, and trace 
out, not only the true origin of a Nation, but .. . how ... it increased, by being ... incorporated in other 
Nations. 
68 Schwab, (1950)1984, p. 171: "Impassioned by language, the eighteenth century did not dwell on the 
philosophical ground of the problem, but concerned itself with the quest for origins ... this linguistic, and 
especially etymological fever ... rose as the eighteenth century advanced." 
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provided a means of measuring degrees of civilisation or "gradations" amongst nations. 
Since the Endeavour's return in 1771, the "Malay" language had been subject to 
unprecedented interest (and enhanced prestige) amongst the social, political and 
intellectual elites of Europe. The scientific achievements of Cook's voyages may today 
make their linguistic discoveries insignificant by comparison, but this was not the 
contemporary view. The linguistic domain was an integral part of Enlightenment 
scholarship and a concept of Asia that included the Malay Archipelago and Oceania was 
an important focus. The year 1771 also saw publication of the Persian text, Zend Avesta, 
which is credited with introducing a new era in linguistic scholarship.69 Until around 
1820,70 comparative philology was believed to offer the best chance of unravelling major 
questions concerning the general history of mankind and language, especially where 
"monuments", "memorials" or written records were lacking. 71 Thus by using techniques 
of comparative philology the history of a tribe or nation preserved in its language would 
be "read" as easily as written records. 
Marsden was the first British scholar to define Malays according to non-linguistic or 
cultural criteria, later to be associated with ethnicity, and a precursor of modem Malay 
identity debates. Paradoxically, because in the eighteenth century miscegenation was not 
the issue it became in the nineteenth century,72 in 1780 Marsden had an inclusive 
approach to defining the boundaries of his language family. (This was modified in 1834.) 
69 The Zend Avesta is an ancient religious text from Persia whose translation by Anquetil-Duperron 
pioneered the decipherment of Sanskrit. Prichard, (1848) 1996, p. 230: "[Among] languages very nearly 
allied to the Sanskrit, viz., the ancient languages of Persia and Media ... [is] the Zend, in which the 
Zendavesta [sic], or the Scriptures of the Fire-Worshippers or followers of Zoroaster were written". See 
also Schwab (I 950) 1986, p. 17 quoted in an Introduction footnote. In 1833, Bumouf identified the 
language as Avestan, related to Vedic Sanskrit, Schwab (1950)1986, p. 294. The French historian, 
Michelet, was to say that Anquetil-Duperron was "a hero who opened Persia to us", Schwab (I 950) 1986, 
p. 291. 
70 As noted in the Introduction, with reference to Marsden's Comparative Languages project, publication 
of these works had aJI but ceased by the end of the first quarter of the nineteenth century. 
71 After 1800 the quest for archaeological data, already well established in India, was to intensify. 
Epigraphy on monuments of all kinds and on coins became an alternative and more accurate means of 
establishing chronology. As noted in the Introduction, Marsden was to contribute to this development with 
his Numismata Orientalia l//ustrata. 
72 Rayna!, 1777, V. iii , p. 460: "The natural advantage of crossing the breed among men as well as 
animals, in order to preserve the species from degenerating, is the result of slow experience, and is 
posterior to the acknowledged utility of uniting families, in order to cement the peace of society". 
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His "Remarks" paper included the Polynesian and part-negrito peoples of the 
Archipelago and Pacific. He proved not only that the Malayo-Polynesian language 
family existed, but showed that those peoples were also related in a hierarchical sense. 
Until the mid- l 780s, the Malay language had been gaining scholarly and popular 
recognition as an entity in its own right and not simply as an offshoot of Persian and 
Arabic. Once the notion of the "wild tribes" became associated with the Malay 
Archipelago, Marsden's presentation of his tabular material in the "Remarks" paper,73 
with its suggestion that the Malays (proper) and all the Archipelago and Pacific nations 
and tribes74 were connected, foreshadowed an erosion of the status of Malay scholarship. 
Whether or not it was explicitly recognised, Malays and "wild tribes" were henceforth 
linked in the discourse and Marsden only separated the part-negrito in 1834. 
Despite having advanced his powerful new proposition, Marsden failed in 1780 to select 
a generic name for the newly identified wider language group to which languages of the 
Malay Archipelago and the Pacific, including Malay, belonged. Although the desirability 
of distinguishing the overarching language family from its Malay branch soon became 
evident, the issue was not addressed in print until after 1810 when, as discussed below, 
Leyden included literate Sumatrans among the "wild tribes".75 Without a distinctive 
name, the convenience of identifying the general language family by its best known 
exemplar was irresistible and inevitable. "Malay" or "other Malay" was used for the 
general language family, Malay speakers, language, and nations until Marsden supplied 
the term "Polynesia" in 1812. 
The linguistic (re)discoveries in the Pacific had made Malay language a subject of 
contemporary discourse and, as described in Chapter I, revived many earlier ideas of "the 
73 Although covered by his theory, Marsden first wrote explicitly about the negritos in 1783, (1783, 
footnote p. 326): "This man was not a Mahometan, but one of the unconverted natives of the peninsula, 
who are alwavs distinguished from the Malays by the Portuguese writers. I have some doubt whether the 
tenn Malayo is at all applicable to the inland people, or their country"; see also Marsden, l 834a, p. 16. 
74 In the Enlightenment, nations were literate, tribes illiterate, which is in part the import of this chapter's 
epigraph quoting from Richardson. 
75 From 1795 to 1807 Marsden was fully engaged as First Secretary to the Admiralty. 
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Malay". Succeeding scholars viewed Malay lands largely in the context Marsden 
provided, and, even today, Malay studies tend to reflect Marsden's definition of Malay 
identity. Although he established that the Malay language was the most improved of its 
language family and region, this had disadvantages. First, it connected Malay nations 
with Pacific island "savages". Second, when, in his Dictionary he traced its Arab, 
Persian and Hindi origins, this accentuated the idea that Malay was a language whose 
interest and importance mainly arose not from any intrinsic worth, but from the 
derivative nature of its vocabulary and idiom. Furthermore, these very characteristics, 
which ranked it above related languages of Peninsular and island India, necessarily 
placed Malay below the Persian, Arabic, Sanskrit, and Hindi languages of continental 
Asia. Thus, the Malay language came to be regarded as a lesser appendage of those from 
which it borrowed and was not respected in its own right. 76 
Comparative Philology: theory and methodology 
Although in Marsden's time comparative philology was still relatively new, its concepts 
were widely known. Since Marsden was classically educated, the principles may have 
already been familiar, in a scholarly sense, before he encountered examples in 
Hawkesworth, where discussion is based on Banks' joumal.77 Leibnitz (1647-1716), 
whose Dissertation sur l 'origine des langues appeared in 1 710, has been called the 
earliest proponent of "the analytical comparison oflanguages", and credited with being 
founder of modern comparative linguistics. 78 Although sceptics doubted the likelihood of 
discovering "the original language'', that a language was exclusive to, and defined, a 
76 The alternative strategies adopted by British scholar-administrators stationed in the Peninsula are 
discussed in Chapter V. 
77 Hawkesworth, 1773, V. iii, p. 645-46. As noted in Chapter I. 
78 Marsden was aware of Leibnitz as a philologist and included one of his publications in his 1827 
bibliography. Marsden, 1827, p. 72: "Novissima Sinica historiam nostri temporis illustratura, in quibis de 
Christianismo publica nunc in Europam Relatio auctoritate propagato, missa in Europam Relatio exhibetur. 
Edente G.G.L. Accessit Icon regia Monarchae Sinarum nunc regnantis (Cam-Hy. s. Kang-hi) ex Gallico 
versa; auctore Joachimo Bouvet. (Ultraj.) 1699, 8vo. ed. 2)". Prichard, (1848)1996, p. 226: "The most 
important aid to historical researches into the origin and affinity of nations is undoubtedly the analytical 
comparison of languages .... Leibnitz [sic] is considered to have been its originator .... It is as an auxiliary 
to history, and as serving in many instances to extend, combine, and confirm historical evidence, that the 
comparison oflanguages contributes to the advancement of ethnology". See also Schwab, ( 1950) 1984, p. 
171 for Bumouf on Leibnizt. 
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people (tribe or nation) was considered axiomatic throughout the Enlightenment. 
Comparative vocabularies were, in the early years of comparative philology, the main 
means of identifying cognate languages. 79 A number of "simple" terms for the most 
primary actions, relationships and perceptions that would persist virtually unchanged 
were selected for comparison. 8° Comparisons of root (or radical) terms provided reliable 
indicators of language affinities. It was conjectured that languages with a greater 
proportion of core words in common had experienced fewer changes and were closer to 
the "primitive" original language than the others, and it was postulated their speakers 
would have closer links to the original tribe of Man.81 
Since this methodology was based on radical terms it was applicable to both literate 
peoples whose languages were "copious" and more primitive and illiterate peoples. 82 The 
basic principles, well known to the London intellectual elite of the 1760s, were discussed 
among British maritime explorers of the Pacific. The following extract from Banks' 
Journa/83 that appeared in Hawkesworth was "improved" by the word "stamen": 
In this specimen of the languages of places so near to each other, the names of 
different parts of the body are chosen, because they are easily obtained from 
people whose language is utterly unknown, and because they are more likely 
79 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xxix, argued for the value of an examination of "radical particles" ofliving 
languages in the search for an original language: "is it not rational to conclude, that a considerable part of 
these tongues, still exist, did actually pre-exist in that aboriginal [or antecedent] language". He further 
argued that such words (etymons or primitive word forms) co-occurring in a number of languages "carry 
far more forcible conviction to our understanding, than dark and unsatisfactory derivation from unknown 
tongues''. The word etymon (in use until the 1790s) referred to " the primitive form of the root, or 
combination of words from which it has been corrupted" (OED 2003). Cf. etymology. 
80 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xxxvii: "As the language then of every people will always be observed to 
abound in radical words, expressive of every kind of imagery which has long been familiar to them; we 
must conclude, upon the best grounds, where such words are not to be found; and metaphorical, or exotic 
expressions, appear to be the only substitutes; that the ideas described by those words are not indigenous, 
but adopted from foreign nations". 
81 Schwab, (1950) 1984, p. 180, "European theologians and philosophers believed that language 
underwent only degenerative transformations .... Bopp succeeded in proving that language in its most 
ancient state was also language at its most complex''. Marsden was obviously aware ofBopp's theories 
when he wrote in 1834. 
82 
"Copious" in this linguistic sense referred to the numbers of words representing "unique" concepts (i.e. 
synonyms were ignored) e.g. The works of Sir William Jones, 1797, V. i, p. 158: "A copious dictionary". 
Crawfurd, 1820, V. ii, p. 74: "The East-Insular languages, then, may justly be characterized as not copious, 
but wordy" . Banks, V. i, p. 370, on the copiousness of Tahitian: "I cannot say that I am enough acquainted 
with it to pronounce whether or not it is copious." 
83 Banks, 1963, V. ii, p. 239: "As for the parts of the Body which I have made the subject of this and all 
my specimens of Language, I chose them in preference to all others as the names of them are easily got 
from people of whose language the enquirer has not the least Idea." 
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to be part of the original stamen of the language,84 than any other, as types of 
the first objects to which they would give names.85 
Thus, the "rudest savage" could supply the required terms even if his interlocutor used 
sign language. Comparative philology provided both techniques to use data from 
primitive (savage) tribes of the Pacific and methodologies for its analysis. The main 
problems were with idiosyncratic transcriptions.86 Philosopher-scientisits had resolved 
tensions between perceptions of similarity and difference in humankind by a variety of 
"rational" explanations developed to account for physical and cultural differences. Now 
philologists turned their attention to physical and cultural differences. Cataloguing 
differences in physical appearance became, as discussed in Chapter I, one of the 
"scientific" techniques that comparative philologists used to help identify languages 
belonging to a common family. J.R. Forster, who regarded himself as a (professional) 
linguist,87 outlined the following "historical argument" on principles held to govern such 
a study: 
It has always been customary among the more critical and chaste historians, to 
reckon all such nations as speak the same general language, to be of the same 
tribe or race ... By the same general language, I understand all the various 
subordinate dialects of one language ... But allowing this, yet, we find that these 
dialects differ in many respects, each having peculiar words, for ideas which the 
nation acquired later. 88 
Although his philological practice was sometimes flawed,89 his comparative vocabularies 
were a significant contribution. In the long run, because comparative philology 
84 
"Stamen (or Stamina)" in this sense of "the fundamental or essential element of a thing" is now 
obsolete. (OED Online, 1989 edn) In the eighteenth century it had the sense of native or original as 
opposed to adventitious. 
85 Hawkesworth, 1773, V. iii, p. 776. Hawkesworth apparently was aware of the concept of a radical 
word. These comments referred to the comparative vocabularies for South Sea, Malay, Javanese and 
Prince's Island (Sundanese). 
86 Although the problem had been identified by Richardson in the 1770s (Richardson, 1777, footnote a p. 
xxiii) there was no agreed system of transliteration for Asian languages until Sir William Jones published 
his in Asiatic Researches in 1788. J.R. Forster, (1778)1996, p. 185, was keen to emphasise his skill in 
identifying similar words across different dialects and making allowances for superficial changes noting 
that for the "five [Polynesian] nations" "the differences in the language arose only from the difficulty of 
pronouncing consonants, which some sounded more easily, whilst others, either changed, or entirely 
omitted them". 
87 Rensche, (I 778) 1996, p. 3 88, notes that both Forsters thought their ability to record South-Sea 
languages was superior to that of their English colleagues and predecessors and the French. 
88 J.R. Forster, (I 778)1996, p. 184. 
89 See for example, J.R. Forster, (1778) 1996, p. 249. In one case he appeared to use the word for 
women's plaintive songs as the (sole) test of comparison for the languages of the Caroline Islands, the 
Friendly Islands and New Zealand; and in another case he accepted as evidence of a common language 
group the common occurrence of the use of the word "dog". In this latter case he failed to take into account 
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emphasized physical (i.e. racial) rather than cultural characteristics it gave a scholarly 
imprimatur to racialism. Increasingly colour rather than culture became the organising 
factor. 
The "Remarks" paper owes much to its eighteenth-century background.90 Nevertheless, 
in his selection and compilation of linguistic data Marsden ignored received notions that 
language and nationality were coextensive and, in the first instance, relied almost 
exclusively on the newer "scientific" principles for comparing languages. Marsden's first 
published work, analysing results of his "comparative vocabularies'', concentrated on 
similarity of vocabulary rather than difference, and even in 1834, Marsden observed that 
"it is the degree of similarity and not the occasional differences that should surprise 
us".91 Although Jones's work on Sanskrit has been credited with inspiring development 
of comparative linguistics, 92 he is said to belong to the pre-history of the discipline,93 
whereas Marsden was a respected exponent of comparative philology.94 Marsden's paper 
relies on principles discussed in Richardson's "Dissertation,"95 including his ideas on 
links between language and civilisation, the subject of the West's debt to the East, and 
his theory on language as a measure of civilisation (discussed in Chapter III). Unlike 
that since one of the languages of one group had two words for dog this suggested the possibility that the 
Polynesian was their "second" language. 
90 As noted in the Introduction, Marsden, in his Brief Memoir, added "and cognate languages" to the title 
and in his paper he referred (1782, p. 154) to "languages spoken in Sumatra and other parts of the East". 
91 Marsden, l 834a, p. 30, on differences between languages of the chain of islands off the east coast of 
Sumatra: "Of its being a dialect of Polynesia there can be no question, although the list presents many 
words that do not occur in the others; but, as has been already observed, it is the degree of similarity and 
not the occasional differences that should surprise us". 
92 For example Cohn, 1996, p. 54; p. 32, he also admitted that Halhed "prefigured" Jones' Sanskrit 
discovery; Augstein, 1996, p. xxi; Schwab, (1950)1884, p. 41. 
93 Rocher, 1980, pp. 15-16: "The observations which Monboddo [James Burnett], Halhed, and Jones 
successively made on the kinship of Latin, Greek and Sanskrit represent momentous steps in the 
development of comparative Indo-European linguistics, yet they belong to the pre-history of the discipline 
... [when these] were the languages or art, and all arts travelled together". These men held "the 
monogenetic view" and sought to identify origins. 
94 As noted in the Introduction, Marsden's "Remarks" preceded the great comparative compilations led 
by Catherine the Great's, the first volume of which appeared in 1787. See also Schwab, (1950) 1984, p. 
l 72ff. 
95 The Dissertation was possibly written with the help of the then William Jones: "Richardson, assisted by 
Sir William Jones, was Bryant's chief opponent in the preface to his ' Persian Dictionary' ". DNB entry 
signed J. W.-G. Given their divergent opinions, possibly Jones' assistance only extended to the (ill-
founded) criticism of Anquetil-Duperron. 
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Jones, Richardson was scathing about tracing origins96 but believed, as described in this 
chapter's epigraph, that language caught the essence of a nation's character.97 As, in 
European eyes, cultural difference became increasingly aligned with racial difference, 
and seeking a single origin for mankind fell into disfavour, commitment to a belief in the 
brotherhood of man became less compelling. That all men were descended from a single 
tribe had, hitherto, been a matter of religious faith rather than a question of historical 
proof. 98 Yet the "history of mankind" as a study of individual peoples remained a 
respectable object, and Marsden's scholarly contribution was to have enduring value. 
Madagascar to Easter Island: Marsden 1780 
Marsden's "Remarks on the Sumatran Languages" paper99 established, through his 
Tables of comparative vocabularies, links between all the languages of the Archipelago 
and the Pacific from Madagascar to Easter Island. These links proved that these 
languages (and peoples) all, including the languages and negrito peoples of the Malay 
Archipelago and Pacific, shared a "common origin". Penetration of "black" races into 
the South Sea "paradise" highlighted by the second voyage created a scholarly dilemma. 
The hitherto strongly, but not universally,100 held notion that each "quarter" of the globe 
was the province of peoples of a distinctive colour appeared confounded. 101 Discovery of 
96 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. i, had been scathing about propositions concerning extinct languages: "To 
pierce through the obscurity of those distant periods, seems however above the powers of man, and to have 
no other tendency, than unprofitably to bewilder the human understanding. I shall avoid therefore those 
unknown regions, through which there appears no guide, and confine myself to the simple information of 
reason and probability". Crystal, 1974, p. 147, notes that a French Missionary (Coeurdoux) had already 
been the first to identify the affinities between Sanskrit and Latin in an unpublished paper written in 1767 
and was "the first to point out objectively the fact of a systematic language similarity". 
97 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. i. 
98 Foucault, (1971) 1972, p. 223, on how propositions fit their own theoretical field: "Suffice it to recall 
that the quest for a primitive [i.e. original] language [was] a perfectly acceptable theme up to the 
eighteenth century" even though such notions were no longer in order by the early nineteenth century. 
Crystal, (1971) 1974, pp. 48-49. 
99 Marsden, (1812b)l 984, V. ii, p. xviii. In his Malayan Grammar of 1812 he gave this Language family 
the name "Polynesian". This quotation is given in a footnote below. 
wo See Goldsmith, (1774)1779, V. ii, p. 211, where he names 6 varieties. 
101 As described in the Introduction discussion on Linnaeus. See also Blumenbach, (1795)1865, p. 267: 
"Linnaeus, following common geography, divided men into ... [four groups]. Buffon distinguished six 
varieties of man". ln 177 5 Blumenbach "Linnaeus allotted four classes of inhabitants to the four quarters 
of the globe respectively. Oliver Goldsmith reckons six" and Blumenbach 4. Blumenbach, (1775) 1865, p. 
99. 
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further "light coloured" or Polynesian nations, together with scientifically acceptable 
evidence that they spoke a common language, also contradicted all previous experience. 
Recurring references to the Malay language in the Forsters' published accounts of their 
explorations kept notions of "Malay" alive in late 1770s discourse, adding an extra 
dimension to intellectual excitement aroused by Pacific exploration. Tahitian "noble-
ness" received further endorsement through J.R. Forster's suppositions concerning "the 
two races,"102 but in 1780 Marsden's exciting discoveries overshadowed J.R. Forster's 
"fair inferences". 103 
How did Marsden add to the discussion? He privileged linguistic theory over received 
opinions concerning alignment of language and nation, and thus pioneered mapping of a 
major language family. Marsden's field work enabled him to advance a theory and a 
hypothesis which, with relative accuracy, plotted the wide sweep of countries home to 
the "Malay" language family. 104 He took the idea of an "original tribe" one step further 
back than Forster had105 and concluded that languages spoken by both "fair" and "dark" 
peoples of the Pacific and Archipelago belonged to the same general family. Thus he 
vindicated and provided evidence for Banks' insight. 106 
102 Discussed in Chapter I. 
103 When Marsden returned to England on Christmas Eve 1779, George had already left. J.R. Forster 
would have been aware of the substance ofMarsden's theories before he left in July 1780, never to return. 
Edwards, 1978, p. 32. J.R. Forster's "fair inferences" may have been accepted by the generality of British 
scholars or the establishment, but Marsden's theories seriously challenged his linguistic acumen. Rensch, 
(1778) 1996, p. 383. Although Forster frequently made use of his language studies in his publications, his 
linguistic work remained unpublished. 
104 Bellwood, 1995, p. 1: "The Austronesian languages form a single and relatively close-knit family .... 
Prior to AD 1500 the Austronesian languages belonged to the most widespread language family in the 
world, with a distribution extending more than half way around the globe from Madagascar to Easter 
Island. Today, Austronesian-speaking peoples comprise most or all of the indigenous populations of 
Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines and Madagascar. Austronesian languages are also found on Taiwan 
... in parts of southern Vietnam and Cambodia, in the Mergui Archipelago off the coast ofBurma, and on 
Hainan Island in southern China. Further to the east, Austronesian languages are spoken in some of the 
coastal areas of Papua New Guinea, in New Britain and New Ireland, and down the Melanesian chain of 
islands through the Solomon Islands and Vanuatu as far as New Caledonia and Fiji. From there they 
extend eastwards to include all of the languages of Polynesia and northwards to take in all of the languages 
of Micronesia." 
105 Forster, ( 1778) 1996, p. 185, implicitly acknowledged the limitations of current ideas on race when he 
wrote about the variety of"dark" nations of the Pacific: "one might with as much propriety say, that they 
are descended from as many different nations, were it not imprope~ to multiply them without necessity". 
106 As noted in chapter I, possible connections between South Sea, western Archipelago and Madagascan 
languages had been raised in Hawkesworth ' s account, and supported by a comparative table. 
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Analysing the "Remarks" paper 
The "Remarks" is a brief paper comprising two comparative vocabulary tables and only 
seven paragraphs, of which five address the topic. The first two paragraphs dealing with 
aims and objects reveal philosophical tensions between the universalism of the 
Enlightenment and the historicism of the emerging romantic age. While references to 
"origins" situate his paper in the "history of mankind" discourse that was also to inform 
his History, his comparative techniques introduced a foretaste of the relativism of the 
later age. Marsden stated that his "chief design" was to "trace a common origin" for the 
languages of "Sumatra and other parts of the east" and his "second object" was to 
determine whether or not the Sumatran languages were dialects of a common 
language. 107 Marsden' s first challenge was to determine whether the Sumatran languages 
were 
radically and essentially different, as is generally supposed by Europeans 
resident there, 108 or only different dialects of the same [language J. 109 
He argued that, because Malay is further down the generational table and thus closer to a 
"polished" state, it has relatively few resemblances to either Sumatran or Pacific 
languages. The relationship was therefore the least obvious and the most difficult to 
establish. Marsden, although familiar with views about Malays held at Bengkulu by both 
Europeans and Sumatrans, had begun the process of defining who was Malay in his 
arrangement of the language groups in the Tables of his "Remarks" paper and he 
continued in the 1783 History. To postulate that the Sumatran languages, hitherto 
107 Marsden, 1782, p. 154 re Europeans quoted below. Marsden, 1782, p. 155: "With respect to the 
resemblance of the Sumatran tongues among themselves, I imagine most will deem it such as to pronounce 
them dialects only; and on this side, Sir, I shall be happy to hear your opinion and those of your ingenious 
friends; for I am far from thinking the general resemblance so decided as to put the point beyond dispute". 
108 The following conunents of Charles Miller, a contemporary of Marsden living at Bengkulu, had no 
pretensions to be scholarly (Miller, 1778, p. 160), but appear to indicate general opinions of an informed 
European (Miller, 1778, p. 163): "the interior parts [of Sumatra] are inhabited by a very different people 
[from the Malays] ... Their language and character differ much from those of the Malays, the latter using 
the Arabic character; but all the interior nations which I have visited, though they differ from one another 
in language, use the same character". The use of the Arabic character by the Malays appeared to set them 
apart as Miller's statement reflects. Miller appears to have spent most time with the Bataks. Although, 
superficially, the Sumatran scripts appeared similar, Miller was mistaken in this last assertion as Marsden 
was to show. For examples of 4 of the different Sumatran alphabets see Appendix XIII. 
109 Marsden, 1782, p. 154. 
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believed unrelated, were connected was a major step, but to suggest that they were, in 
turn, related to the Malay language was almost revolutionary. 
Before the Pacific discoveries spoken Malay received little scholarly attention. Despite 
the long history of notions of the "Malay" among European maritime nations, discussed 
in Chapter I, relatively few European voyagers had extensive or frequent contact. 
Europeans had found peoples they knew as "Malays" from Sumatra in the west through 
Borneo and Mindanao to New Guinea in the east and marvelled at the close 
correspondence among all these separate settlements in their culture, including language, 
religion, manners and customs. Yet their conclusions were based on the most fleeting of 
contacts. Distinguishing between part-negrito and "pure" Malays was hardly feasible 
until Europeans began to make settlements. 110 Since, as discussed in Chapter I, in 1780, 
Marsden and his [British and French] contemporaries, and even colleagues, 111 believed 
that the Malays were from mainland Asia and had migrated to Sumatra from the Malay 
Peninsula, Marsden's hypothesis was potentially controversial. He pursued his research, 
undeterred by received opinions on language and doubtless encouraged by the explorers' 
discovery that the languages of widely separated Pacific island groups were compatible. 
His analysis of linguistic features of Sumatran languages established an affinity; he then 
proceeded to suggest that the Sumatran languages and Malay were cognate languages. 112 
Sumatrans' literacy was a significant indicator of their 'progress' and immediately set 
their nations far above the Pacific peoples. 
The principal internal languages of Sumatra, are the Rejang and the Batta, 
whose difference is marked, not so much by want of correspondence in the 
terms, as by the circumstance of their being each expressed in different and 
110 See also Banks, V. ii, p. 124. Quoted in chapter I. 
111 Miller, 1778, p. 163: "The people who inhabit the coast [of Sumatra] are Malays who come hither 
from the peninsula of Malacca". 
112 Cf. Marsden with John Miksic, 2004, p. 191: "The ancestors of the modem Austronesian languages of 
Sumatra do not seem to have been introduced to the island much earlier than 2,500 years ago. It is not 
known whether more than one language was introduced, or whether all Sumatran languages derive from a 
single parent. The homeland of the Malay language itself is still disputed: some argue strongly for an 
origin in southwest Borneo, while other favour southeast Sumatra as the point of dispersal" (No references 
given). 
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peculiar written character. This I conceive to be extraordinary, and perhaps 
singular, in the history of human improvement; that two divisions of people on 
the same island, with equal claims to originality, in stages of civilization 
nearly equal, and speaking languages derived from the same source, should 
write in characters essentially different from each other, and from the rest of 
the world. What corroborates the evidence of the alphabets being separate and 
unconnected inventions, is, that the order of the letters is not the same; as will 
appear by an inspection of the specimens I have subjoined for the gratification 
of the curious. 113 
Although unable to identify where this new general language family originated, in his 
third paragraph Marsden outlined two hypotheses. The first suggested lines of future 
research that might prove profitable in respect of an "original" language by indicating 
the Indo-Chinese countries whose languages "would present the readiest clue to the 
discovery of that kind [i.e. an original language]" by providing "the links of the 
latitudinal chain [that] remain yet to be traced". 114 His second (or longitudinal) 
hypothesis, concerning the languages spoken by all the peoples from Madagascar to 
Marquesas, 11 5 was based on his tabulated data from which he concluded that: 
The only general inference 116 that we can draw ... is, that from Madagascar 
eastward to the Marquesas, or nearly from the east coast of Africa to the west 
coast of America, there is a manifest connexion in many of the words by 
which the inhabitants of these islands express their simple ideas, and between 
some of the most distant, a striking affinity. 117 
Thus, Marsden proved that all languages compared in his paper shared a "common 
origin" and belonged to one language family. Both propositions seem to have been 
accepted by his scholarly contemporaries without reservation, and are still regarded as 
113 Marsden, 1783, p. 165. The footnote to this passage is as follows: "See the following plate. The 
Javanese, and all other eastern writing, that I have examined, differ as much from these, as the Rejang from 
the Batta. The specimen of a Javan alphabet given in Cornelius Le Brun is very just. The Tagala alphabet 
is to be found in Thevenot - Relation des Isles Philipines" . See Appendix XIV for Marsden's plate of 
specimens. 
114 Marsden, 1782, p. 155. 
115 (Later usually expressed as Madagascar to Easter Island). Madagascar was thought to be 
geographically linked with the Archipelago. Rayna!, 1777, V. i, p. 31: "The Indian Ocean, which bears 
towards the south of Asia, is divided from the great south sea by a chain of mountains, which begins at the 
island of Madagascar, and extending under water as far as Sumatra ... unites again at Van Dieman's Land 
and New Guinea." 
116 Marsden is using this word much as Hume did as a term meaning conclusion. He has drawn his 
inference by induction going from particular facts to a general conclusion. "Inference" in the I 8th century 
was connected with the nature of proof (or evidence) for the proposition. Hume, (1777) I 951, p. 27: 
"concerning the nature of that evidence, which assures us of matters of fact . . . knowledge of this relation 
[of a particular cause and effect] is not, in any instance, attained by reasoning a priori; but arises entirely 
from experience ... nor can our reason, unassisted by experience, ever draw any inference concerning real 
existence and matter of fact". Thus Marsden is making a strong assertion. 
117 Marsden, 1782, p. 155. 
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valid today. Between the two propositions, Marsden had, with relative accuracy, plotted 
the wide sweep of countries confirmed by later scholars as home to the language family 
known today as Austronesian. 
Tartars 
In discussing the latitudinal links of the Austronesian language family Marsden 
suggested Tartary as a possible ultimate origin. 118 In 1818 Marsden noted his own "use of 
the word Tartar, as a general appellation for wandering tribes of central or upper Asia". 119 
Jones claimed to have established that Tartars were a separate nation. 120 Kaempfer, who 
is said to have derived his idea of "polished Tartars" from the modem Japanese. 121 in an 
early "scientific" work on Japan and the Far East detailed a possible route by which 
Tartar tribes had travelled from the Middle East to Tartary. 122 British scholars like 
Warton also praised the Tartars from whom Warton traced transmission of a bardic 
tradition to Europe and especially Great Britain.123 Migrations of Tartar tribes from 
Georgia had, Warton explained, paved the way for the introduction of "Arabian fictions" 
in about the ninth century124 and taken romantic literature and other benefits of 
118 Marsden was to modify this view, probably after consultation with his friend Abel Remusat, and 
ultimately (as discussed below) settled for Indo-Chinese (Indo-China meant in his day the Asian continent 
beyond the Ganges). Marsden included a Taiwanese 1ist in his On Polynesia ... ( l 834a, p. I 08) that will be 
further discussed below. 
119 Travels of Marco Polo, l 818, p. xlviii. From the 1790s the word "Tartar" was to be the subject of 
much definition and redefinition, notably by Blumenbach in ( 1795) 1865, pp. 269-70; p. 269: "Mongolian 
variety. This is the same as what was formerly called, though in a vague and ambiguous way, the Tartar 
variety; which denomination has given rise to wonderful mistakes in the study of the varieties of mankind". 
Marsden himself was to discuss the matter in his introduction to the Travels of Marco Polo, 1818, pp. 
xlviii ff. He chose to continue using Tartar (rather than Mongol), Marsden, 1818, p. xlix: "in which I 
follow the example of my author, I can only plead custom and the uniform authority of all our historians, 
from William of Tyre and Matthew Paris, to Robertson and Gibbon". 
120 Jones, (1792?)1979, (5th Discourse) p. 34: "Thus it has been proved .. . that the far greater part of 
Asia has been peopled and immemorially possessed by three considerable nations, whom for want of better 
names, we may call Hindus, Arabs, and Tartars". 
121 Jones, (1792?)1979, (7th Discourse) p. 297. 
122 Kaempfer, 1727, V. i, p. 86ff. The assumed starting point for migrations of the tribes was Babylon. 
Kaempfer traced the Tartars to the Turks of Usbeck: "of these Turks, or Turkomans are descended ... the 
Tartarian Inhabitants of the Kingdom of Casan, the Boscarian Tartars, the Inhabitants of the Province of 
Mogestan in Persia, and some other Tartars, which dwell in that Kingdom under Tents. The Kisilbacs, or 
Noblemen, and great Families, in Persia value themselves highly upon their being ofTurkoman 
extraction". 
123 It is highly probable that Marsden was personally acquainted with Warton, because of his interest in 
poetry. 
124 Warton, 1764, p. !xiv. 
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civilisation to the "more savage and barbaric peoples" of Scandinavia. 125 In 1770, Rayna! 
had suggested the Chinese as progenitors of the Javanese. 126 Rayna! also contrasted 
Tartar vigour with Chinese "want of military prowess", and noted with approval that 
"the religious opinions of the Tartars have never enervated their valour." Furthermore, 
the Tartars when they conquered the Chinese adopted Chinese manners and customs but 
had not "adopt[ed] their political maxims". The Tartars had made a treaty which 
permitted one Russian caravan per year to enter Peking, 127 evidence, Raynal believed, 
that modem Tartars were a liberal progressive people interested in commercial 
intercourse. 
Since the traditional idea of Tartars and their contribution to contemporary civilisation 
was being favourably re-appraised the Tartars were not only possible but also acceptable 
progenitors of the Malay race. There were scholarly precedents for looking north towards 
the Eurasian continent and the Tartars for an "original" language. Furthermore 
Marsden's Sumatran background probably encouraged this view as would Wallace's 
experiences in the 1850s. 128 Marsden had no knowledge of the Siamese, Laos, 
Cambodian and Peguan (of Burma and Mergui Isthmus) languages and explained he 
could not venture129 beyond tentatively suggesting that Tartary130 might be: 
that great officina gentium, 131 [which) has supplied the south eastern 
archipelago with inhabitants. A knowledge of the original Siamese, Laos, 
125 Warton, 1764, p. xxxiii ff. Warton, 1764, p. xlix, also claimed Scandinavian bards had given "rise to 
the order of English Minstrels, who flourished till the sixteenth century". 
126 Rayna) , 1777, V. i, p. 227: "The people of this island [of Java], which is two hundred leagues in 
length, and thirty or forty in breadth, traced their origin from China, though they retained nothing of either 
its religion or its manners." 
127 Rayna!, 1777, V. ii, p. 222. 
128 Wallace, 1880, p. 591: "The Malayan race, as a whole, undoubtedly very closely resembles the East 
Asian population from Siam to Manchouria. I was much struck with this, when ... I saw Chinese traders 
who had adopted the costume of [the) country, and who could then hardly be distinguished from Malays". 
By Wallace's time, the word Mongol (for the inhabitants of Manchuria) had replaced the word Tartar. 
129 Marsden was to collect intensively in this field over the next fifteen to thirty years, but in the years 
prior to 1780 had restricted access to appropriate materials. 
130 Marsden's statement predated Jones' work on the three "original" tribes. Tartary was a very loose term 
generally understood to refer to Central Asia. 
131 This notion, rooted in Classical scholarship, was taken up by Enlightenment scholars. Jones, (1794), 
1979, (5th discourse) p. 20, noting that the Tartars had been described as, inter alia: "thefoundery [sic) of 
the human race", added: "but M. Bailly, a wonderfully ingenious man and a very lively writer, seems first 
to have considered [Tartary] as the cradle of our species". 
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Cambodian and Peguan languages, as these nations lie in the intermediate 
space, would present the readiest clue to the discovery of that kind. But I am in 
the dark. 132 
In naming Tartary as a possible source Marsden followed Richardson who wrote: 
The great officina gentium, whence such myriads of barbarians have at 
different periods poured into the more cultivated regions of the earth, appears 
with every probability, to have been Tartary. 133 
Richardson also praised their love of liberty and respected their contribution to the 
development of European institutions. Although Tartars were herdsmen, hence by 
Montesquieu's definition "barbarians"134, Richardson observed that past scholars had 
neglected to realise that the vastness of Tartary was home to both "ruder and more 
polished peoples" and despite past prejudice they deserved to be well regarded by 
European scholars. 135 One score on which Marco Polo was discredited was his account of 
the Tartars of China. In 1818 Marsden could write: 
It was thought by them [the doubters] a paradox, that whilst the western world was 
overrun and desolated by tribes whom animosity and terror painted as still more 
savage than they actually were, other tribes of the same nomadic race ... should be 
found to live under a regular government [and] ... to have become the constituent 
part of a splendid and highly civilised empire. 136 
Tartar people ruled by Genghis Khan were, in the Marco Polo stories, 137 described as 
highly civilised people who: 
not only ... live under a regular government, but ... have become the 
constituent part of a splendid and highly civilised empire, filled with 
magnificent cities, abounding in rich manufactures, and the scene of a 
commerce of such magnitude as rendered that of Venice trifling in 
comparison. 138 
Marsden, familiar as he was with Richardson and Raynal, was therefore far from 
suggesting a "savage" origin for the peoples of the Archipelago and Pacific. 
132 Marsden, 1782,p.155. 
133 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xxx. The reputation of the Tartars, as noted in Chapter I, had been re-
evaluated and they were no longer thought of simply as ravening hordes. 
134 Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. i, Book XVIII, Sect. 11, p. 276 (cited in Chapter I). 
135 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xxxi: " few circumstances seem to have been less attended to, by some of 
our greatest writers, than a proper distinction between the ruder and more polished peoples who fill the 
immense extent of Tartary". 
136 The Travels of Marco Polo, 1818, p. xxv. 
137 The Travels of Marco Polo, 1818, p. xii: "A strong persuasion of the fundamental merit and genuine 
character of the relation has impressed itself upon my mind from the time when I had occasion (about the 
year 1780) to examine its details on the subject of the island of Sumatra, which it terms Java minor". 
!38 The Travels of Marco Polo, I 8 I 8, p . xxv. 
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Despite criticism, Marsden was never to relinquish his conviction that a link with eastern 
Asia was justified on linguistic grounds: 
it appears to me that the employment by both descriptions of people, of those 
peculiar terms which may be called 'numerical adjuncts', ought to have the effect 
of giving preponderance to the arguments in favour of an early, if not an original 
connexion between the Polynesians and the inhabitants of the great ultra-gangetic 
peninsulas [of Indo-China]. 139 
Jones' theories might have appeared to rule out possible "Tartar" origins for Malayo-
Polynesian languages 140 but Marsden's tentative theory carried weight in scientific 
circles. Blumenbach had suggested a transition between one variety and the next. 141 
Blumenbach in 1795 wrote: 
But the Tartars shade away through the Kirghis and the neighbouring races 
into the Mongols, 142 •• • and also in a sort of way through the Philippine 
Islanders to the men of the Malay variety. 143 
Blumenbach had met an "Indian from the Philippine Islands" at Alexander Dalrymple's 
house during his 1791 visit 144 and could have verified Marsden's theory by personal 
experience. Blumenbach would also have met and talked with Marsden, who was one of 
Dalrymple's closest associates. Marsden's 1834 footnote145 underlines the persistence of 
eighteenth-century belief in close ethnographic links between Tartars and Chinese; 146 a 
139 Marsden, 1834a, p. 39. 
140 Jones, ( 1794) 1979, (9th Discourse) p. 480. Jones' ninth discourse (delivered 1792 but printed 1794) 
suggested "it was highly probable that" the Hindu, Chinese and Japanese language groups had a common 
origin as one of humankind's three progenitor races (Indian, Arabian, and Tartarian). See also Jones 
(1792?)1979, p. 298 quoted in footnote below. 
141 Blumenbach, (1775)1865, pp. 118-119. In 1775 Blumenbach envisaged the ''transition" from one 
variety to the next as proceeding in an easterly direction, beginning with Europe, and finishing with the 
fourth variety in the Americas. 
142 As Marsden noted in 1818, (see Travels of Marco Polo, 181 8, p. xlviii, quoted in an above footnote) 
there was confusion about this term. Blumenbach, ( 1795) 1865, p. 267: "Tartar (by which name according 
to ordinary language he [Buffon] meant the Mongolian)". 
143 Blumenbach, (1795)1856, p. 270. 
144 Blumenbach, (1785) 1865, footnote p. 270. 
145 Marsden, I 834a, p. 39: "For a list of these, as employed in the Chinese language, see the 'Dictionnaire 
Chinois', under the head of 'Caracteres Numeriques', p. 933, and also the Malayan Grammar, p. 30, where 
their nature is more particularly explained". Logan, 1850, p. 253, noted that Marsden's friend William von 
Humboldt: "believed that the Malayo-Polynesian languages would be found to be primitively 
monosyllabic, and that Polynesian in particular had great grammatical resemblances to the Chinese''. 
146 Buffon, ( 1749) 1866, p. 286: "Why are the Chinese fairer than the Tartars, though they resemble them 
in every feature? Because they are more polished; because they live in towns, and practise every art to 
guard themselves against the injuries of the weather; while the Tartars are perpetually exposed to the action 
of the sun and air" (quoted more fully in Chapter IV; Cuvier, (1817) 1997, pp. I 06-107, believed the 
Chinese were derived from the Mongols and possibly the Tartars and that the Malays appeared to be like 
the Indians. Jones however separated the Tartars from the Chinese. Jones, (1792?)1979, (7th Discourse) p. 
298: "Having now shown in five discourses, that the Arabs and Tartars were originally distinct races, 
while the Hindus, Chinese, and Japanese proceeded from another ancient stem, and that all three stems 
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belief that, despite seemingly slight linguistic evidence, justified Marsden's inclusion of 
Chinese in his tables. 147 Links between the Chinese language and Malay were supported 
by Barrow, 148 but Leyden considered them minor149 and he was to be roundly critical of 
Marsden's "Tartar" hypothesis. 150 
Sumatran tongues 
The fourth and longest paragraph of Marsden' s "Remarks" paper covers the "Sumatran 
tongues" and their scripts, and outlines discoveries germane to his general inference. 
This paragraph resonates strongly with notions of hierarchy and civilisation that 
permeated Enlightenment scholarly discourse for which notions of literacy were 
central.151 Marsden's brief discussion of common word radicals152 was aimed at showing 
that the selected vocabulary represented ideas formed "prior to all intercourse with either 
remote or neighbouring peoples"153 and thus dated from the earliest period of their 
history before they separated into different "dialect" groups. He argued that, because 
each Sumatran language had its own alphabet and script, their distinctive languages and 
literary developed: 
after the period of their separation ... and consequently that the dissimilarity, 
not the similarity, [among the tribes] must have been induced by degrees. 
may be traced to Iran, as to a common centre, from which it is highly probable they diverged in various 
directions about four thousand years ago" . (This time scale is discussed in Chapter IV.) 
147 Marsden, I 782. The tables indicate some auricular links with orang and api principally. 
148 Presumably Sir John Barrow (1764-1848), author of A Voyage to Cochin China and Travels in China 
(I 799) etc., may have followed Marsden's lead. Leyden noted, 1808, p. 174: "Barrow and some other 
authors ofreputation, are inclined to attribute the origin of the Malay tribes to the nations of China; and 
that author observes, that many words, in the languages of Sumatra, are similar in sound to Chinese 
vocables; and that the corresponding words generally express the same idea in both languages". 
149 Leyden, I 808, p. 175: "Some coincidences there certainly are, between Malayu and the Chinese-
Mandarin language; thus in the first personal Pronoun, saya and gua, which both signify I in Malayu, 
very nearly coincide with the Chinese seao and ngo, which have the same signification; but, on the whole, 
these coincidences seem neither very numerous nor important". 
150 Leyden, 1808, p. I 61: "The Malayu language, and the more original languages of the eastern isles, 
seem, in their original formation to have been polysyllabic," p. 162: "The vernacular Inda-Chinese 
languages on the continent, seem all to be, in their original structure ... monosyllabic". 
151 Marsden limited his discussion, both in "Remarks" and the 1783 History, to the literate nations. 
152 The word radical was used as a philological term in the late 16th century to mean "a simple, 
uncompounded word, having the form of, or directly based on, a root." 
153 Marsden, 1782, p. 156. 
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He also argued that the scripts were not the result of a slow process of evolution, but "the 
design and execution of one head and one hand". 154 (He was not to pursue this 
argument.) Although no language specimens were included in his paper, he may have 
had samples on hand when the paper was delivered. 155 Being able to determine the 
evolutionary process that had resulted in this considerable differentiation among 
Sumatrans was a contribution to the "history of man". 156 
The circumstances of an alphabetic character peculiar to each would seem to 
prove their origins unconnected ... It is certain they conceive thus of 
themselves; that they do not in the least comprehend each other's discourse. 157 
Local expatriates were likewise convinced, on the grounds of physical difference and 
because the Sumatran languages were not mutually intelligible, 158 that the "nations who 
inhabit the internal parts of Sumatra" were "unconnected". 159 Far from recognising a 
common "Malay" thread (component), Europeans thought any apparent likeness was due 
to "incorporation of words borrowed from each other". 160 
Sound shifts 
The fifth paragraph is a brief description of sound shifts designed to enable readers to 
understand the significance of the Tables and of sound shifts necessary to recognise 
when "tracing the connexion of the words in the accompanying specimens". 161 
154 Marsden, 1782, pp. 156-157. 
155 Marsden had collected specimens while in Bengkulu. Marsden, 1782, p. 156. The suggestive sentence 
reads: "There are here no traces of the hieroglyphic figures which some assert to be the parents of letters. 
There needs only inspection to be satisfied that those [Rejang] letters are now, I mean with respect to their 
general form, what they were from the beginning." 
156 Since Marsden detected considerable colour variation amongst the Sumatran tribes (as discussed in 
Chapter IV), Marsden had learnt to place more faith in language than in physical differences as a guide to 
origin. This is powerful evidence ofMarsden's difference from Forster. 
157 Marsden, 1782, pp. I 55-156. Marsden continued: " that their persons are different, and that their 
manners and customs are in many of the most striking particulars as unlike as those of the most distant 
nations." 
158 Marsden, l 834a, p. 59. He noted that the Rejang of Sumatra did not understand Bataks. These 
experiences stood in stark contrast to the Pacific experience, 
159 Marsden was pitting his theories against the received wisdom of men long resident in the country, a 
number of whom (such as Thomas Forrest and John Crisp) were considerably older than he. 
160 In the eighteenth century, it seems it was easier for contemporary scholars to accept that the Malay 
language was related to the languages of the Pacific than that it was related to the languages of the 
Sumatran tribes. One reason for this may have been the wide experience seamen had with Malay as a 
/inguafranca on the seaboard, whereas the Sumatran languages were as Marsden states confined to the 
interior. 
161 Marsden, 1782, p. 157. By 1834 Savu and Mongeraye (Ende) were no longer to be regarded as 
belonging to the "pure" Polynesian. 
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For example, Eedong in Malays (sic) becomes Eerong in Javanese and Oorong in 
the Madagascar language: and Duo in Malays, is in Otaheitian Rooa, in Savuan 
Rooe, and in Mongeraye162 Loo/aye. 
He noted that "letters usually confounded are L and R, P and F, D and T, D and R, B and 
V, Oo and R; besides many others in which the articulation is less marked". His tabular 
presentations in 1780 appear to depend to some extent on ignoring the notion of 
apocope 163, or the change which causes terminal vowels to be dropped, to explain what 
might appear as anomalies. Marsden had apparently recognised the significance of 
apocope in the Pacific context, as an indication of adaptation of "loan" words to an 
original negrito tongue, 164 and had already differentiated the groups he was later to 
identify as "Hither Polynesian" and "Further Polynesian" and an ambiguous area that 
included all the islands and minor archipelagos from Lombok east to New Guinea and 
some of the surrounding islands to the north east. The division between "Hither 
Polynesian" and the remainder is reflected in presentation of the data in Table II which 
includes data for the Pacific peoples then classed as "negrito". 165 
Numerical terms 
Marsden's sixth paragraph gave further pointers to including part-negrito and negrito 
speakers in the common language family. This paragraph concerned the significance or 
otherwise of resemblances of terms for numbers as an indication of language affinity. 
Marsden suggested that numbers were most likely to be passed from a more civilised to a 
less civilised nation 166 and cautioned against using numbers alone "as any presumptive 
162 Mongeraye (i.e. Mangganai). 
163 The terms apocope, apocopate etc. referring to the cutting off, omission or disappearance of the last 
letter or last syllable of words were in use by grammarians and linguists from c.1590-1870s. OED Online 
2nd edition 1989. 
164 Marsden, l 834a, p. 4: " [The] diversity of tongues, spoken by a people under geographic circumstances 
so unlike, renders it difficult to give them, collectively, a name at once comprehensive and exclusive ... 
Upon the whole, therefore, it may be thought most expedient to preserve the Spanish appellation of 
Negritos ... for the people, and to call their language Negritos or negretian. By this term they will not be 
confounded with the more decided negroes of Africa, to whom, in respect of speech, as well as some 
physical circumstance, they have not any relation". 
165 Marsden, 1834a, p. 69. Most easily observed in the Table of Malay numbers in Appendix II to the 
account of Cook's third voyage. (See Appendix XV). 
166 Cf. Banks, 1963, V. ii, p. 530 (quoted in Chapter I). Banks implied numerical terms could most easily 
be introduced into the language of another people. 
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proof of a common origin of nations making use of them". 167 This is an oblique reference 
to part-negrito speakers of the common language, whom ultimately (though apparently 
reluctantly) he was to eliminate from the mainstream language family. 168 As will be 
noted, terms for primary numbers feature in both Tables. Regardless of whether 
Marsden's qualifications were either recognised or accepted by his contemporaries, 
comparison of numbers was widely accepted as providing the most compelling (and 
easily assimilated) evidence of language similarities. 
The remarkable similarity of the word for five (Zima and its cognates), can be clearly 
discerned in Table I of his 1780 presentation (using his notes on sound shifts in 
conjunction with the Tables). Yet, as discussed below, it was not until Marsden 
published On the Polynesian or East-Insular Languages in 1834 that he explained (in 
print) that the word Zima (five in Malay) could serve as a "test" word for the overarching 
Polynesian language group. In that work, he also explained that within the Polynesian 
there was a Malayan sub-group that could be distinguished by the terms used for 
numbers 7-9. 169 He pointed out resemblances between numerical terms for Easter Island 
and Otaheite, then went on to state that despite this resemblance "no others in the two 
tongues have the smallest affinity". 110 In the light of Marsden's subsequent linguistic 
scholarship, it might appear that the comparative list of numerals and his evidence on 
Malagash (or Madagash), 171 the language of Madagascar, were to be his most significant 
contributions. Although there were a number of comparative vocabularies included in 
167 Marsden, 1782, p. 157. 
168 Marsden, l 834a, pp. 9, 27 and 34. This is discussed further below. 
169 Marsden, 1834a, p. 9: "In the names of the numerals, indeed, (in which the others mostly agree), there 
is a striking discordance, greater than in any other part of the language; for although the term for 'five' 
(lima, or, to the eastward rima, signifying also ' the hand') is common to the whole; yet those for 'seven, 
eight, nine' pit, wa/u, siva, generally prevalent (with slight diversity of sound), bear no resemblance to the 
words expressing the same numbers in Malayan. and serve therefore as a test by which every other 
Polynesian dialect may be distinguished from it". 
170 Marsden, 1782, p. 157. This seems puzzling in the light of the evidence of Table II which lists the 
same words for eyes and bird for example and other words which, using his rules for sound shifts, appear 
to show a strong similarity. 
171 Or Malagasy, the language of almost all the people of Madagascar (Adelaar, 1995, p. 77). Marsden 
also used Madagash and later Malagash. 
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Hawkesworth' s edition of Cook's first voyage, Banks' table of terms for numbers in is 
most frequently cited as evidence of the language affinities, and generally given credit 
for its primacy in establishing an affinity between the languages of the Archipelago and 
the Pacific. It was, however, only after Marsden's paper had filled in some major gaps in 
the chain of evidence and provided some theoretical and linguistic data that the 
importance of Banks' contribution was properly understood and acknowledged. 173 
Theoretical considerations 
The main burden of argument in "Remarks" is carried by the two comparative 
vocabulary tables. The theory governing selection of words for comparison was not well 
understood by all scholars. 174 Marsden's linguistic flair was aided by a sound 
appreciation of statistical sampling as a technique and competency in its application. 
Marsden' s mastery of mathematical concepts shows in his discussion of averaging in 
relation to pepper production and crop estimation. 175 He would likewise have been 
familiar with sampling crops. The methodology of comparative philology was designed 
to be independent of degrees of civilisation and whether nations were literate or 
preliterate. Marsden's word list selection was guided by anthropological principles 
172 Hawkesworth, 1773, V. iii, p. 777. See Appendix XI. 
173 The same editor prepared Cook's 2nd and 3rd voyages, and the data was principally derived from 
extant published sources by Douglas' friend Jacob Bryant, who is presumably the same man on whose 
behalf Douglas submitted a paper on the "Zingara, or Gypsy Language" to Archaeologia, V. 7, 1785, pp. 
387-394. Douglas did this as a result of having heard Marsden's paper (Bryant, 1785, p. 387). Since this 
paper is attributed in the DNB to Jacob Bryant, the author of the New System (see a footnote above), he 
may also be the author of the Table in the account of Cook's third voyage. 
174 Leyden and his admirer, Crawfurd, were both wedded to extensive arrays of ill chosen terms. Leyden 
(1810) included 3 comparative vocabularies in his article. The 3rd comparing Rukheng and Burmese (pp. 
236-37) lists 6 I words or phrases but omits equivalents for numbers, sun, moon, to eat etc. but includes 1st 
and 2nd (but not third), circle, length, seeing, trouble. Leyden published a small monograph, A 
comparative Vocabulary of the Barma [sic], Malayu and T'hai Languages, Serempore, 1810 (discussed 
below). Leyden's comments on pronunciation ofRukheng imply personal knowledge (p. 230). Hence the 
selection is puzzling. He exhibits the character more of a lexicographer or grammarian than a comparative 
philologist. John Crawfurd ( 1820) likewise included introduced or loan words in his comparative lists. The 
concept of the "test" word eluded them both. 
175 Marsden, 1783, pp. 114-11 7 and esp. pp. 116-117: "the mean annual produce ofone thousand vines, 
in all the various stages of bearing, taken collectively throughout the country, deduced from the experience 
of twelve years, was four hundred and four pounds. It likewise became evident from the statements drawn 
out by [John Crisp], that the medium annual produce of the company's settlements on the west coast of 
Sumatra, ought to be estimated at twelve hundred tons, of sixteen hundred weight; which is corroborated 
by an average of the actual receipts for any considerable number of years. Thus much will be sufficient to 
give the reader an idea of pepper planting, as a science". 
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(outlined above) which suggested that "radical" words or those allied to basic and 
unchanging concrete relationships and objects (i.e. the most "simple" or primitive) 
would be original terms in the language. 176 Marsden' s rebuttal of criticisms made of his 
linguistic theories is included in his later work On the Polynesian ... Languages. 111 
Marsden's selection of words was carried out according to principles advocated by 
Richardson referenced178 above, and by Robertson. Marsden later described the process 
of selecting the vocabulary as follows: 
My plan for the comparison of languages has been to adopt a limited number 
of words. the most simple in their meaning and least liable to 
misapprehension, to be used as an invariable and therefore impartial standard: 
and if, upon comparing these lists a reasonable proportion of their respective 
terms are found to bear resemblance to each other, I have felt justified in 
considering them as cognate dialects. This mode appeared preferable to me to 
that of taking insulated (sic) words ... because it is not from what may be 
termed chance coincidences, that a relationship can be inferred.179 
Marsden identified fifty "radicals" that would have existed in the language "prior to all 
intercourse with either remote or neighbouring peoples"; that is, they could be expected 
to have been present in a common or predecessor language. 180 Later analysis was to 
reveal that he had avoided any introduced words. 181 
Marsden clearly held that linguistic similarities in the language family overrode racial 
differences. Marsden seems to have aimed at integrating all available data into a 
comprehensive theory. Thus, he demonstrated that levels of civilisation were a more 
important factor in determining degrees of affinity than was distance. Although the 
176 Robertson, I 777, V. i, p. 310: "The objects towards which reason turns, and the disquisitions in which 
it engages, must depend upon the state in which man is placed, and are suggested by his necessities and 
desires". These concepts are further discussed in Chapter III. 
177 Given below in footnotes to the discussion of Jones and Leyden. 
178 Richardson, as noted in the Introduction, was a philologist whose work had a significant influence on 
Marsden. 
179 Marsden, l 834a, p. I I. 
180 Marsden, 1782, p. 156. Cf. Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 312: "The range of understanding [of man in his 
savage state] must, of course, be very confined, and his reasoning powers be employed merely on what is 
sensible. This is so remarkably the case with the ruder nations of America, that their languages, (as we 
shall afterwards find) have not a word to express any thing but what is material or corporeal". 
181 Marsden, l834a, footnote pp 8-9: "Upon analyzing the list of thirty-five Malayan words, of the 
simplest and most genuine character (selected without any view to this process, many years since), twenty 
will be found to correspond with the Polynesian generally, seven with a small proportion of the dialects, 
and seven, as far as our present knowledge extends, seem to be peculiar to the Malayan itself. No words 
borrowed from the Sanskrit or the Arabic have been placed in this list". 
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"Remarks" paper has only one explicit racial reference to the native tribes of Sumatra 
"whose persons are different", Marsden was, as his History of Sumatra reveals, acutely 
aware of "racial" difference expressed in terms of "national character". Yet, with respect 
to the overarching language family he had identified in the "Remarks" paper, racial 
differences among nations represented in his tables were, as he had explained in his third 
paragraph, to be expected, and had therefore been integrated into his theory. Because 
Marsden had collected the Archipelago vocabularies "from the mouths of the natives 
themselves and not from books", 182 he was thoroughly familiar with the physical 
characteristics of his informants. Since the explorers provided detailed descriptions, 
Marsden would have been well aware of the physical conformation of the other peoples 
whose languages he cited. His theory covered languages of the wider region: including 
"negrito" Madagascans, "pure" Malay, "pure" Polynesian, and "mixed" races of the 
eastern Archipelago and western Pacific. 183 "Pure" negritos of New Holland, New 
Guinea and its islands were, however, excluded. Eighteenth-century perceptions of a 
compelling connection between colour and levels of civilisation will be explored in the 
next chapter. 
Marsden needed both tables184 to demonstrate the inclusive nature of his thesis. Table I, 
entitled "List of Words of Universal Use as spoken in twelve countries or districts", is a 
standard comparative vocabulary. This table supported Marsden's most important thesis, 
and its data taken alone proved that the common language group extended across half the 
globe. Table II, entitled "Examples of words in the Sumatran and Neighbouring 
182 Marsden, 1782, p. 155: "My infonnation leads but a very small way, and can only boast the merit of 
genuineness, being taken from the mouths of the natives themselves [except in the instances of Savu and 
Otaheite] and not from books" 
183 Marsden, I 834a, p. 49: "on the confines of the Hither and Further Polynesia, where the groups of 
Papuah islands intervene, there are frequent instances of the language belonging to the race of people with 
comparatively light complexions and long straight hair, who are commonly, though inaccurately tenned 
Malays, being partiallv mingled with those of the Negrito tribes; the probable consequence, as has already 
been suggested, of families of the former being carried off by the latter in their predatory expeditions. 
Such dialects might claim to be ranked with either class, but it seems more expedient, where the admixture 
of the general tongue is not predominant, and the physical difference ofrace is sufficiently marked, to 
consider them as negrito, rather than as base links of the great Polynesian chain; they will accordingly find 
their place along with the less questionable languages of the Papuah and other Australasian tribes". 
184 See Appendix XII. 
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Languages corresponding in sound and significance with others in places more remote 
from thence", by including the miscellaneous vocabularies he had for the western Pacific 
islanders enabled Marsden to incorporate all known peoples of the Archipelago and 
Pacific, including those he regarded as part-negrito and negrito nations. 185 
Table I: Words of Universal Use 
Table I is arranged as a series of thirteen parallel lists. However, neither "Chinese'', 
"Malay" nor "Madagash" are geographical locations; moreover use of "Malay" rather 
than Minangkabau seems to indicate a more general intention. It substantiated Marsden's 
contention that there were language affinities not only between "fair" nations of adjacent 
western Archipelago islands of Sumatra, Nias and Java, 186 and the Pacific (with Tahitian 
as a "generic" dialect), but also with part-negrito races of Madagascar and the eastern 
Archipelago, and that some western languages were more nearly related to those of the 
Pacific than to each other. The virtual completeness of the vocabulary lists (with 
exception of Sa vu and Otaheite )187 indicates that collection of data, if not compilation of 
this Table, was begun before Marsden left Sumatra. A subset of the Sumatran words 
appeared in all editions of his History of Sumatra. 188 
The languages of Malay and Chinese189 bracket the whole. In Marsden's day, the Chinese 
and the Malays were both believed to be groups which had immigrated to Sumatra. Upon 
analysis Chinese and Malay have least in common with the general language family. 
185 See Bellwood, 1995, p. 18 (Map I). Marsden appears to have correctly detected boundaries of 
Western Malayo-Polynesian. He also detected the Central Malayo-Polynesian Group. He correctly 
excluded the Australian Aborigines and he drew a line in the South Seas between the Melanesians and the 
Polynesians. 
186 Marsden, 1834a, p. 3 quoted in footnote above. 
187 As noted in the Introduction Marsden was invited to use Banks' library. It is possible that at the same 
time he was also given the vocabulary lists compiled by So lander and Banks on their Endeavour voyage. 
Certainly in the next few days Marsden used this material in completing the text of his article since a 
number of the Savu words (including the word for "black") listed in his Table I could only be found at that 
time in Solander's notebooks (NLA microfilm 57002). 
188 The words omitted from the Lists in the History were: "a hundred, brother, cheeks, belly, legs, 
garment, people, bird, egg, potatoes, stars, yes and come hither" leaving a total of37. There are differences 
in personal pronouns between the 1st and 3rd edition tables discussed below. 
189 This list, collected by Marsden in Sumatra, appears in On Polynesian .. . Languages as "Colonial 
Chinese''. See J 834a, p. 97. 
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Banks' table190 had already demonstrated a link between Javanese and Malay, thus the 
languages of the Sumatran tribes were the major west Archipelago group outstanding. 
How did they relate to Malay? In 1834 Marsden was to write: 
in making a comparison between the words of these dialects and others of the 
same import in Hither Polynesia, the Malayan is that in which the affinities are 
the least likely to be discovered; and for this obvious reason, that it has 
experienced a greater change than the rest. 191 
Marsden saw that the affinity between Malay and the Archipelago languages was greater 
than chance, 192 whereas the coincidence between the sound and meaning of Chinese and 
the Malay(o-Polynesian) family of languages appeared no more than chance and seemed 
to indicate only a distant relationship. Although Marsden had contact with Chinese at 
Bengkulu, very little was yet known in Britain of the Chinese language, 193 but as noted in 
the Introduction China's cultural status was considerable. 194 Bearing in mind Marsden' s 
ideas on origins of the "original tribe", he found it relevant to test whether the Chinese 
language had influenced, or been influenced by, Archipelago languages and whether 
languages of all light-coloured peoples from the Asian mainland were directly related to 
the general language family. Although the Chinese list of numbers in Table I appears 
remarkable for the absence of any coincidence with the others, he included evidence of 
Chinese words with affinity with a number of words in Table II. Lack of conclusive 
evidence in no way deflected Marsden from his Tartary "conjecture". 
190 Also reproduced in Hawkesworth, See Appendix p. XI. 
191 Marsden, 1834a, pp. 57-58. This quotation continues: An examination of the Rejang, Lampung, Bugis 
or Tagala, would produce more frequent instances of resemblance, and especially in the numerals. But in 
doing this, attention must be paid to the peculiarity of a dialect where so many of the consonants are 
interchangeable''. Marsden used the phrases "Hither" and "Further" Polynesia in his 1812 Malayan 
Grammar. When Hegel ( 1770-1831) used similar terminology in 1822 in his Vorlesungen uber die 
Phi/osophie der Geschichte to describe Asia he may have been following Marsden. See Hegel, (1899) 
1956, p. 173. 
192 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xvi, arguing for the validity of evidence of a shared common original 
language based on radicals asked: "Could this be the effect of chance? Is it not a striking proof of their 
antiquity and utility?" This suggests Pascal's theories were well known to 18th century philologists. 
193 In London, as discussed in the Introduction, little was known of the Chinese language before the 
Macartney expedition of 1792-4. 
194 Marsden may have included Chinese because of a possible link to Tartary and also because of the 
physical likeness ofLampung people to Chinese. 1783, p. 263 (quoted in Chapter IV). Cf. Wallace, 1880, 
p. 591, previously cited. At this stage Marsden had yet to detect links to Sanskrit, so the languages of the 
Indian subcontinent were irrelevant, whereas the languages of Siam, Pegu, Laos and Cambodia (and 
Chinese) pointed towards "Tartary". If Marsden had included this because it was a possible boundary 
language, he would also have incorporated the American languages cited by J.R. Forster. 
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The places and languages in Table I could have been listed in a straightforward 
alphabetical or west to east geographical order, but follow neither method. Ignoring the 
Malay column, the next six columns are for locations in the western Archipelago and 
include the island of Nias off Sumatra's west coast: Acheen, Batta, Lampoon, Neeas and 
Rejang, 195 on Sumatra and Java, Sumatra's eastern neighbour. 196 If "Malay" indicated the 
Peninsula, the geographical order, north-west to south-east, would have been "Malay'', 
Aceh, Batak, Nias, Rejang, Lampong. The Madagash (language of the negrito from 
Madagascar) has been chosen to mark the beginning of the second group and is followed 
by Mongeraye (a district on the island of Ende), Macassar (or Bugis),197 Savu (in the 
Timor Sea), Otaheite (as the generic South Sea island language198) , with Chinese last. 
From a twenty-first century standpoint, the rationale for the arrangement adopted is not 
immediately apparent. This Table, especially, needs to be studied through eighteenth-
century eyes. 
From the late sixteenth to the mid-nineteenth century, the Bugis, in common with other 
Eastern Islanders, were perceived by Europeans as half-civilised (or part-negrito). It is 
reasonable to suppose that in 1780 Marsden shared this opinion and that the order of the 
columns reflected Marsden's "knowledge" as well as his personal observations of people 
he interrogated. Marsden appears to have observed the same sharp division between the 
195 After Malay ( in the Peninsula) (not Minangkabau), the geographical order, north to south, would be 
Aceh, Batak, Nias, Rejang, Lampung. 
196 Javanists of today may therefore be surprised by the placement of that language. Marsden accounted 
Javanese as far more closely related to the languages ofOtaheite and Madagascar than to Malay. Marsden, 
l 834a, p. 22: " In the Javanese proper or the ordinary language, the greater proportion of words belong to 
the Polynesian, and are consequently to be met with in other dialects". Cf. Marsden, l 834a, p. 58, quoted 
above. Additionally a high literacy rate (relative to 18th century British literacy rates) of the Batak for 
example would rank them higher than might be expected, Marsden, 1783, p. 299: " It is remarkable, that 
the proportion of the [Batakl people who know how to read and write, is much greater than of those who 
do not; an advantage seldom observed in such uncivilized parts of the world, and not always found in the 
more polished". 
197 Makassar in the 1782 tables appears through comparison with I 834 lists to be (mixed with) the 
language he described as Bugis (Marsden, I 834a, p. 98). Marsden, I 834a, p. 98, gives separate lists for 
Makassar (based on Raffles) and Bugis (based on Raffles and Crawfurd). 
198 The close similarity of the languages of Tahiti and New Zealand had been established by the table in 
Hawkesworth (See Appendix IX) and later data had shown that the languages of the Society and 
Marquesas Islands shared this similarity. See Table in J.R. Forster, (1778) 1996, pp. 188-189. 
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Een Bouginees. Een Amboinees. Valentyn, Franryois, 1724-1726, Oud en Nieuw 
Oost-Jndien, Amsterdam, Joannes van Braam, V. ii, Plate No. XLI, facing p. 182. 
languages of west and east Archipelago as Wallace was to find among its human and 
zoological inhabitants.199 Marsden's division was based on the transition from civilised 
to savage. There was a strong feeling even in Crawford's day that the more civilised 
peoples lived in the western Archipelago and that the influence of civilisation decreased 
"as we go eastward, and most where there is most barbarism".20° From right to left, in 
Table I, all the places listed after and including Madagascar had a reputation for 
"savagery". 
Even if he had included a Bali vocabulary, on the strength of Forrest's, admittedly 
hearsay, unfavourable report201 on the barbaric nature of the Balinese, he would still have 
made Java his line of division and have placed Bali after Madagascar as he did 
Macassar. 202 The impression conveyed by the eighteenth century illustration included in 
this chapter was initially shared in the 1850s by Wallace. He admitted that in Singapore 
his impression of Bugis encountered there had been that they appeared to be uncouth 
savages:203 
199 These perceptions of difference are presented visually in the contrast between the slender and willowy 
portrayals of the Javanese, Madurese and Balinese in Raffles ' History of Java, and the robust Maccassar 
men in Valentyn's Oud en Nieuw Oost-Indien included as an illustration to this chapter. 
200 Crawfurd, 1820, V. ii, p. 93; V. ii, p. 76): "The inhabitants ofCelebes, who are not savages, occupy 
but a small portion of it". 
201 Forrest, 1779, pp 170-171: "The natives are rather of a better character than the Mahometan Malays; 
but I did not trust myself ashore. Here, not only the women often kill themselves, or bum with their 
deceased husbands; but men also bum in honour of their deceased masters. Those who determine on this, 
are not limited to time: they name, perhaps, a distant day; and, in the mean while, their intention being 
made known, there is no honour the natives can think of, that they do not pay to this devotee. He is 
venerated and caressed wherever he goes. On the fatal day, by the side of a great fire, a loose stage of 
boards is erected; on this he dances, working himself up to a fit; he then skips to the end of the plank, 
which tilting, he falls headlong into the flames. This I learnt from one of my men, Ishmael Jerybatoo, a 
man of great veracity, who had seen it". 
202 Wallace included Bali in "The Timor group" on his contents page, but placed his dividing line 
between Flores and Sumbawa, stating (I 869) 1880, pp. 590-91: "This line will separate the Malayan and all 
the Asiatic races from the Papuans and all that inhabit the Pacific; and though along the line of junction 
interrnigration and commixture have taken place, yet the division is on the whole almost as well defined 
and strongly contrasted, as in the corresponding zoological division of the Archipelago, into an Indo-
Malayan and Austro-Malayan region''. 
203 Forrest had not yet procured his samples ofBugis script that were published in his (1792) Voyage to 
Mergui. In 1808 Leyden referred to these as the only specimens known to him, and it was only in 1816 that 
Raffles, 1816, p. 123, wrote of having access to Bugis manuscripts. Marsden may not have been aware that 
Bugis were literate if he first met Dalrymple on March I; he completed the "Remarks" paper on March 5. 
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Often in former years, when strolling along the Campong Glam in Singapore, I 
have thought how wild and ferocious the Bugis sailors looked, and how little I 
should like to trust myself among them.204 
Marsden had encountered Bugis and others from "the eastern islands" in Bengkulu and 
would have been aware of differences in colour and temperament. He was later to except 
the peoples of Ende (Mongeraye) and Savu from the main Malaya-Polynesian class on 
the grounds of their part "negrito" or Papuan heritage. Wallace also noted the very 
different behaviour of peoples of the eastern Archipelago, especially those who had an 
admixture of Papuan. He records that they were overwhelmingly boisterous, rowdy and 
exuberant. 205 Wallace, it should be noted, also concurred with Marsden, but not his peers, 
in excluding Papuans from the Malay racial family.206 
Peoples whose languages were included in Table 12°7 were the slight, lank haired people 
of the Archipelago, including [Malays], Achenese, Batta, Lampoon, Rejang, Nias and 
Javanese; the lank haired, light-coloured Otaheitians; the mixed race people of Ende and 
Savu, the sturdy Bugis of Sulawesi, and the negrito of Madagascar. If the "part-negrito" 
status of the Bugis is accepted, this arrangement represents the division of the 
longitudinal spread of the general language group separated by the "ambiguous" group.208 
The languages from Malagash to Savu inclusive were all believed to be negrito or part-
negrito. The (fair) western Archipelago group and the (fair) eastern (Pacific and Chinese) 
204 Wallace, (1869) 1880, p. 440; the above quote continues: "But now I find them to be very decent, well-
behaved fellows; I walk daily unarmed in the jungle, where I meet them continually". 
205 Wallace, (1869)1880, p. 588-89: "The Timorese of the interior are dusky brown or blackish, with 
bushy frizzled hair, and the long Papuan nose .... In their excitable disposition, loud voices and fearless 
demeanour, the Timorese closely resemble the people of New Guinea". On the other hand, the people of 
Savu and Roti he noted were "a peculiar race". 
206 Wallace, (1869) 1880, p. 19. Although he differed in his larger theory "Observations ... and .. . 
research satisfied me that under these two forms [Malays and Papuans], as types, the whole of the peoples 
of the Malay Archipelago and Polynesia could be classified". 
207 Hawkesworth, I 773, V. ii, pp. 298-99. I have been so far unable to find "cheeks'', "black'', "earth", or 
"egg" in a contemporary published English vocabulary for Otaheite. Although the majority of the words 
were in published lists, a number appear to have come from Banks' MS vocabularies (probably available 
to Marsden after March I and before March 5 when he signed off the article). Marsden does not seem to 
have accessed Dr. Solander's Savu vocabularies until later. The originals are now held at SOAS Library). 
208 Marsden, l 834a, p. 3: "the dialects spoken in the Malayan Archipelago, embracing the Moluccas or 
Spice Islands to the eastward, should be denominated the Hither Polynesian, in contradistinction to those 
that prevail through the vast expanse of the Pacific, which should bear the appellation of Further 
Polynesian; the common, though not the precise boundary of the two portions, being New Guinea and the 
lands in its immediate vicinity". Cf. Wallace (1869)1880, pp. 590-91 quoted in a footnote above. 
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group flank the part-negrito group. Thus juxtaposed it could be readily seen that there 
was no appreciable (linguistic) difference across the whole or between the "fair" (or 
civilised) and mixed (or savage) races.209 
Although the terms being compared were "simple" or radical, the comparative 
techniques conveyed information about which language was more or less "improved", 
therefore messages about hierarchy were also conveyed through presentation of data on 
the page. Reading from left to right in Table I, precedence is given to the more "highly 
civilised" languages. As the History of Sumatra was to explain the order (for Sumatra) 
represents a descending order of degrees of civilisation, ranging from Malay as the 
pinnacle to Lampong as the least "civilised''.210 This division is also observed in Table 
II. According to received linguistic theory, of the languages examined by Marsden, those 
of the Eastern Pacific were the most primitive and therefore occupied the bottom rank. 211 
Although long separated from their common ancestors, so little change or "progress" had 
been made that the "original" language appeared to have been preserved almost intact. 
The languages of Sumatra, on the other hand, presented the opposite problem. There was 
indeed no obvious resemblance of either peoples or languages. This indicated that 
considerable linguistic "progress" had occurred in these nations since their separation 
from the common ancestor tribe. From Table I, it could be concluded first that the 
Sumatran (and Malay) languages as well as the Polynesian and other languages of the 
Archipelago were all to greater or lesser degrees related, and second that the Sumatran 
languages were more closely related to Polynesian than to Malay. Thus it followed that 
Malay was the most recent branch of the language family and had the fewest affinities 
with the other languages in the table. In Table I the gradations could be traced from 
209 Marsden was later to point to the likeness between Nias (and nearby west Sumatran islands) and 
Madagascar as evidence of the latter's "Polynesian" language status. Marsden, I 834a, pp. 32-33: "the 
dialects spoken in them, and particularly that ofNias, bear a stronger affinity to the Madagash than those 
which prevail in the islands situated to the eastward of Sumatra - an affinity, the indisputable existence of 
which is one of the most extraordinary facts in the history of language", 
210 Marsden, 1783, pp. 34-35. 
211 Cook' s 2nd voyage had confirmed that the "fair" South Sea Islanders practised cannibalism, in the 
case of New Zealand, and in Tahiti practised infanticide and made human sacrifices. 
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Malay, as the most linguistically improved, through the Archipelago to the Pacific, 
where Otaheite represented the least advanced. As in Table II, Marsden contrasted the 
western Archipelago with the most far flung outposts of the language family and showed 
that, despite different levels of civilisation, language affinities existed. 
Marsden could sustain his Madagascar to Marquesas thesis because his data located 
Sumatra within and virtually completing a linguistic chain stretching across the 
Archipelago from Nias to Ende and Savu. He established that, although Sumatran 
tongues were not mutually intelligible and Sumatran nations and tribes could not 
understand each other's language, their languages shared an affinity.212 Thus, despite 
long-standing European perceptions of the Sumatran situation and despite the nations 
and tribes being described as having no resembling personal characteristics, Marsden 
proved that the Sumatran languages were related. Further he showed that the Sumatran 
and Malay languages were also related to each other and hence to Tahitian. Once he had 
demonstrated that the languages of the variegated peoples inhabiting this vast expanse 
were linked as closely as were those of the Pacific islands, Madagascar could be credibly 
included. Marsden's Sumatran background and his experience in collecting his 
vocabularies from people whose appearance varied widely would have encouraged him 
to give less weight to personal appearances than did the explorers. His focus was on 
linguistic evidence and this proved that Sumatran tongues shared a common ancestor 
language. Marsden argued that because language offered confirmation of original ideas 
being held in common, "the dissimilarity [among the tribes], not the similarity, must 
have been induced by degrees".213 Therefore his linguistic research was not influenced by 
preconceived ideas based on present day physical or cultural evidence. 
212 Marsden, l 834a, p. 59: "To a Rejang of Sumatra the speech of a Batta Man would be quite 
unintelligible, notwithstanding the radical affinity of their respective tongues". 
213 Marsden, 1782, p. 156. 
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Table II: Examples of words corresponding with others in places more remote 
Marsden's Table II argues first that the western Archipelago languages, including the 
Sumatran, were related to the general language family and that all (except "pure" negrito 
languages) from Madagascar to the Marquesas had a common origin. This challenged 
the main linguistic conclusions of the Forsters and Cook.214 Table II, by implication, 
argues that dialectical differences and sound shifts215 had tended to obscure similarities 
and to suggest that dissimilarities were more apparent than real.216 For this table, 
Marsden selected vocabulary that: 
exhibit[ ed] a view of those words in the Sumatran and neighbouring 
languages, which are observed to correspond in sound and signification, with 
words in the languages of places situated at a distance from thence.217 
A subset of twenty one terms selected from the fifty words in Table I was supplemented 
by four Malay terms: for tool (paired with the New Zealand term),fatigued, sole of the 
foot and ear (all compared with Otaheitian terms). For the Pacific, Marsden had a more 
miscellaneous collection of terms from which to select. Again languages belonging to 
(the relatively civilised) tribes in the western Archipelago are separated from the 
remainder and again, the western Archipelago languages appear in the first column.218 
The second column comprises examples from all the then known languages of the 
Pacific nations (including part-negrito) and Madagash (or Madagascan) as well as 
["colonial"] Chinese. The Eastern Pacific is represented by Otaheite, Easter Island, 
Marquesas, Amsterdam Island (or Tonga-Taboo in the Friendly Is [Tonga]) and New 
2 14 Marsden, l 834a, p. 52: "much of the apparent dissimilitude in some instances is to be attributed to the 
orthography adopted, not only by different nations, but by different individuals of the same nation". 
215 Marsden, I834a, p. 52: " the people of each island or group of islands affect the use of words we 
should term peculiar letters, as here [Tonga] the/and v, in the pronunciation of words that elsewhere 
would be expressed by b, p, or w; all which [sic] tends to make their identity less obvious". 
216 Marsden, 1834a, pp. 52-53: "When we compare the dialect of the Society islands, and particularly 
Tahiti ... with those of the western division of Polynesia, we must perceive that in addition to causes 
already stated ... the apparent defect of resemblance between words common to both is increased by a 
disposition in the former to soften or vocalise them in pronunciation". 
217 Marsden, 1782, p. 154. 
218 Marsden adopted a similar technique in a listing in 1834 ( I 834a, pp. 53-54) based on Tahitian tenns 
as the main reference compared with some Tongan, but principally Archipelago and Madagash words. 
Thus ( 1834a, p. 54 ): "The resemblance between some of the foregoing words, if taken as insulated subjects 
of comparison, may appear distant and their identity questionable, but upon viewing them collectively it 
will be perceived that the deviations are systematic and evidently the result of the tendency to vocalic 
utterances that has been noticed". 
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Zealand, the western Pacific by Malicolo, Tanna (New Hebrides) and New Caledonia. 
Eastern Archipelago vocabularies include Macassar (or Bugis), Savu, and Mongeraye.219 
There are two "Garageeco" words that suggest Malay affinity and an eastern Archipelago 
location or language. 220 
Table II shows that similarities between all language samples then available were greater 
than would occur by chance. Marsden used vocabularies from the sometimes very small 
samples collected from the (Melanesian) islands on Cook's second voyage. He 
demonstrated that despite the immense spread of the language group beyond the 
Archipelago, some languages with the closest affinity were most geographically 
distant.221 The data he chose emphasised that the Rejang and Lampong (or most primitive 
of the Sumatran languages) had more in common with Eastern Pacific than with other 
Sumatran languages. He compared a number of Malay words with those of New Zealand 
and Otaheite. Marsden also selected numbers in Table II because they established the 
"Polynesian" component and illustrated likeness over distance. Table II showed that 
although the Malay word for "two" showed affinity, the words for "three", "four", 
"seven" and "nine" had less in common with the terms occurring in the other given 
languages. For the number "three", for example, there was remarkable resemblance 
between the Lampoon, Batta and Javanese words and the Madagash. The Nias word for 
"seven" was closely related to all the remote languages listed. Marsden would have 
omitted lima because Table I demonstrated universal agreement. Table II includes four 
Chinese words in the "remote" group. Although the few similarities Marsden detected 
219 Marsden, l 834a, p. 70. Speaking of Ende or Flores he notes: "Also in the more savage part of the 
island, called Mangerei (a native of which I had the opportunity of questioning in Sumatra), several 
Polynesian words are current, asfitu seven, siwa nine, buti for puti white ... tana for earth". 
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"Garageeco" does not recur in "Polynesia" It could be the name of the language of the Mongeraye 
district of Ende. To date I have been unable to find a contemporary use of the word. Its inclusion added 
nothing to the argument since two words selected were mattee and matta, which are such regular cognates 
they could have come from anywhere. Marsden alternated between using Bugis and Macassar and may 
have used Garageeco in the same way. Crawfurd, I 820, V. ii, p. 90, referred to Gorongtalo (i.e. Gorantalo) 
(which may be related) noting that their words for bu/an and bu/u were ulano and woho respectively. (The 
only (unlikely) candidiate I have been able to find in a modem work is Galarese). 
221 Marsden, 1782, p. 155: "between some of the most distant [islands], a striking affinity" a$ quoted 
above. 
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may be considered support for his Tartary suggestion, he could have been aiming to 
show that, even allowing for the operation of chance, there had been little borrowing of 
local words. 222 
At first, that languages of inhabitants of islands many hundreds of miles apart could be 
mutually understood was something outside European experience and almost beyond 
comprehension, yet it quickly became the expectation among the Pacific explorers. Thus, 
when the explorers encountered the western Pacific part "negrito" tribes, in the absence 
of mutually comprehensible languages, they assumed the languages bore no affinity. 
Indeed, in view of the physical difference, they did not expect to find affinities. Unlike 
the Pacific explorers, Marsden was not expecting "mutual intelligibility" of the 
languages. He could look at Cook's second voyage data with fresh eyes and, with his 
Sumatra work behind him, was undeterred by physical difference. By applying his 
linguistic techniques as he had for the Sumatran languages, Marsden established links 
between all the peoples of the islands from Madagascar to Easter Island (excepting the 
negrito peoples).223 Table II highlights the amazing linguistic similarity shared by places 
like Easter Island, New Zealand and Madagascar as compared to the much smaller 
degree of affinity exhibited by the more civilised of the western Archipelago languages. 
Despite an apparent lack of similarity in the western Pacific languages he presented data 
that suggested that they too shared an affinity. Marsden, while accepting the logical 
consequences of the concept of an original tribe and espousing the brotherhood of man, 
was not obsessed with "origins". Because he was receptive to notions of "inclusiveness" 
and new ideas on language, he broke new ground and so discovered an overarching 
general language group. 
222 The terms for coconut and for rice, both words heavily used locally, could be considered as adopted. 
The two remaining words, (for man, men or people and for fire), although bearing some phonetic 
resemblance to the "Malay" also, as Marsden was to demonstrate in 1834 and as discussed below, 
occurred in mainland Chinese (l 834a, p. 97) and Taiwanese (l 834a, p. 108). 
223 The lack of affinity with the Australian aborigines apparently was self-evident. Marsden was to except 
negritos in 1812, ( l 812b, p. xxii): "The Polynesian or general East-insular language does not include those 
spoken by the description of people termed Papua by the Malays and Negrites by the Spaniards of 
Manilla". Negritos are discussed further below. 
180 
For informed eighteenth-century philologists the tables demonstrated that peoples from 
Madagascar to the Marquesas shared an original language. They also revealed a network 
of hierarchical relationships which were believed to be directly related to levels of 
civilisation. These issues were invoked quite explicitly in discussion of the relative 
dissimilarity of Sumatran dialects, and the arrangement of the lists given in both Tables I 
and II reflects a preoccupation with notions of measuring and ranking degrees of 
civilisation.224 In the 1783 History Marsden rejected any suggestion of links between 
"civilised" Malays and "barbarians" of the eastern Archipelago on "moral" grounds; this 
mirrors Marsden' s linguistic findings and the tabular arrangement of the "Remarks" 
findings. In 1780, he included languages of peoples whose skin colour spanned a wide 
spectrum, and in so doing emphasised the linguistic distance between the Malays and the 
"others". The black or "pure negrito" peoples (or "Ethiopians" in Blumenbach' s 
terminology)225 of New Guinea and New Holland were firmly excluded on purely 
linguistic grounds.226 Marsden's hypothesis set aside current wisdom on the bond 
between nation or tribe (i.e. race) and language and depended solely on linguistic 
evidence. He privileged linguistic over physical data and discounted "racial" differences. 
Marsden's Table II suggested that division between Polynesian speakers and "other" 
language speakers was far from clear cut and that there appeared be more major tribal 
divisions than the two suggested by Forster. Nevertheless, Malay always remained the 
most "improved". 
Modifications to the "original" language were thought to be the result of "progress". 
Thus languages of the most civilised nations would have the smallest degree of affinity 
224 Issues of hierarchy and civilisation to be explored in his History of Sumatra are examined in the next 
chapter. 
225 In 1775 Blumenbach classed New Hollanders with "Ethiopians" of Africa in the third variety. The 
"Mallicoloese" were apparently problematic because they lacked the "swelling lips" and other "Ethiopian" 
characterisitics: they were regarded as transitional. See Blumenbach, (1775)1865, pp. 99, 119-120, 123-
124. Blumenbach, (1795) 1865, p. 266, defined Ethiopians as one of his five varieties. 
226 Carroll, 2002, pp. 9-11. The Madagascans, thought to be negrito, were an exception included on 
purely linguistic grounds as discussed below. 
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with the "original" primitive form of the language and the less civilised would show 
degrees of affinity with the "original" that would increase the further down the scale of 
civilisation they were situated, and the closer to "savage". Javanese and Sumatran 
languages, and nations, were thus closer to the "original" Polynesian than to Malay. The 
relatively high level of civilisation attained by the "other Sumatrans" is in part witnessed 
by their scripts: the Malay script was not discussed but knowledge that it was closely 
related to Arabic, one of the major world scripts, was apparently assumed. The most 
consistent message that a general scholar or lay person would receive concerns the 
paramount place occupied by the Malay language. In both tables, Malay was placed 
immediately after the English translation of compared terms, a position which helped 
emphasise its lower degree of affinity with the general language family.227 For scholars, 
Malay was self-evidently the most improved of the language family. For the general 
public, differences between Malays and Tahitians were made explicit in the 1783 
History. 
The Influence of the "Remarks" Paper 
In 1768 and 1770 respectively, Poivre's and Raynal's books on the Archipelago had 
renewed interest in and "knowledge" of the Malays and the former glories of their great 
empire. The new linguistic discourse initiated by M. Court de Jebeling's recognition of a 
Malay affinity with Tahitian brought another dimension to ideas of Malay.228 Banks' 
contributions on comparison of languages embellished by Hawkesworth' s 1773 
evocation of a "Malaccan" empire further fuelled scholarly discourse. Revelations in the 
1777 accounts, discussed in Chapter I, that a considerable body of people inhabited 
islands scattered across the Pacific who apparently had no linguistic links with either the 
Archipelago or Tahiti coincided with re-evaluating the nature of the "savage". Marsden's 
"Remarks" theories substantiated by 1783 History evidence complemented Cook 
227 Marsden, 1783, footnote top. 35: "The Malay is a dialect, much corrupted, or refined, by a mixture of 
other tongues". This is a very interesting statement because in it Marsden acknowledges the changing and 
ambivalent perception of"primitive" and "original". 
228 Discussed in Chapter I. 
182 
voyages data and contributed substantially to the new science of ethnology.229 
Blumenbach was among the beneficiaries. 
Blumenbach 1752-1840 
Johann Friedrich Blumenbach devised a classification of the human species based on 
anatomy of skulls.230 Although skulls could be studied in Europe, for their collection and 
supplementary data Blumenbach was just as dependent on travellers as Montesquieu. 
Blumenbach's first edition of his De Generis Humani Varietate Nativa231 appeared in 
1775.232 His four human varieties were identified according to Linnaeus' geographical 
division. They comprised Europe (with large areas of northern Asia and America), Asia 
"beyond the Ganges'', Africa, and lastly, America. Asia "beyond the Ganges" included: 
the islands, and the greater part of those countries which are now called 
Australian. Men of dark colour, snub noses, with winking eyelids drawn 
outwards at the comers, scanty and stiff hair.233 
Blumenbach's 1775 statement was based on data derived from Parkinson's and 
Hawkesworth's234 accounts and a communication from George Forster.235 While Cook's 
first voyage had highlighted an omnipresent "Malay" language group, Cook's later 
voyages contributed to a growing body of knowledge on the Pacific which brought the 
"wild tribes" or negritos and their languages to scholarly notice. These Pacific 
discoveries had contributed to Robertson's unflattering analysis of all the worst aspects 
of the "naked savage": 
229 That this was one of Marsden's expressed aims is discussed in Chapter III. 
230 Prichard, (1848)1996, p. 217. 
231 
"On the Natural Variety of Mankind". 
232 Extracts from George's Journal were communicated to Blumenbach by Lichtenberg in advance of the 
publication of George's Voyage, with a description of the people ofMalicolo, which was incorporated as a 
footnote in the 1775 edition (see 1865, p 119). J.R. Forster' s description of the two tribes of the Pacific 
was included in the 2nd edition of 1781 (see 1865, footnote p. 100). 
233 Blumenbach, (1775)1865, p. 99; p. 119, he further commented: "The New Hollanders make such a 
transition to the third variety [i.e. Africa], that we perceive a sensible progress in going from the New 
Zealanders through the Otaheitians to the fourth [i.e. America]". 
234 Blumenbach, (1776)1865, footnote p. 110, had cited Hawkesworth's account of the. fair Otaheitians in 
his discussion of colour, cited as "Hawkesworth, II, p. 187". 
235 George Forster sent a communication via G.C. Lichtenburg to Blumenbach, (1776)1865, footnote p. 
119-120. "Contrary to all expectation, we found the inhabitants [of Mali co lo] differing in everything from 
all the other people we had hitherto seen in the Southern Ocean. They were of small stature, rarely 
exceeding 5ft 4in. Their limbs were slender, and ill-shaped; their colour blackish-brown"; see also 
B lumenbach, (J 776)1865, footnote p. 102. 
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The inhabitants ... left entirely to their own powers for every art of life ... in 
short a fit foil from whence a careful observer could collect facts for forming a 
judgement; how far unassisted nature will be apt to degenerate; and in what 
respects it can be expected to excel.236 
Degeneration was an important eighteenth-century concept to which Robertson was a 
significant contributor. As noted in Chapter I, degeneration played an important part in 
explaining differences that seemed to conflict with received ideas on the organic nature 
of society. Robertson's notions about degeneration were profoundly influenced by the 
Fuegians. His ideas can be traced in Blumenbach's treatise.237 
In 1781 Blumenbach revised his varieties and added a fifth for "the new southern 
world". Timing, and the nature of Blumenbach's modifications, suggest that news, 
probably from Banks, 238 of the substance, if not detail, of Marsden' s paper may well have 
provided the catalyst for Blumenbach's reclassification.239 Marsden's paper was the only 
important recent addition to scholarly discourse in this field and, as noted in the 
Introduction, the links between London and Gottingen University were close. 
Blumenbach' s fifth variety included the Molucca, Philippine and Pacific Islands but, 
significantly, now excepted the peoples of New Holland and Papua (as did Marsden) and 
included the Sunda Islands240 where formerly the Archipelago, and particularly the 
western Archipelago, had been ignored: 
The new southern world makes up the fifth [variety], with which, unless I am 
much mistaken, the Sunda, the Molucca, and the Philippine Islands should be 
reckoned; the men throughout being of a very deep brown colour, with broad 
nose, and thick hair. 
236 Cook, 1784, V. i, p. !xviii. The quotation continues: "Who could have thought, that the brutal ferocity 
of feeding upon human flesh. and the horrid superstition of offering human sacrifices, should be found to 
exist among the natives lately discovered in the Pacific Ocean". 
237 Blumenbach, (1795)1865, for example, footnotes on pp. 272, 274 referred to Robertson's History of 
America. 
238 The History of Science and Technology, Series 2. The papers of Sir Joseph Banks; 1743-1820, Part I, 
from the British Library (NLA mfm G 27374-27408), lists Blumenbach as a correspondent. 
239 For example Blumenbach, ( 1775) 1865, p. 123, in discussing the effects of climate in forming 
"national" physiognomies, drew a distinction (based on Sydney Parkinson's Plates) between the "milder 
disposition of the Otaheitians" and the "fierce savage countenances" of New Zealanders and the New 
Hollanders, whereas in 1781 he separated the New Hollanders, but not the New Zealanders; Blumenbach, 
(1776)1865, footnote p. 123, gives a comment from Lichtenburg concerning Omai. 
240 The Sunda Islands was used in the eighteenth century as a name for a group of islands in the Malay 
Archipelago. See OED Online 2nd edn 1989. 
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Blumenbach revised his classification because he had "more accurately investigated the 
different nations of Eastern Asia and America".241 The Tahitian skull which Banks gave 
Blumenbach would have also provided data for Blumenbach's new fifth variety.242 
Blumenbach concluded his definition of the fifth variety using a version of George's data 
from J.R. Forster's Observations: 
Those who inhabit the Pacific Ocean are divided again by John Reinh. Forster 
into two tribes. One made up of the Otaheitians, the New Zealanders, and the 
inhabitants of the Friendly Isles, the Society, Easter Island, and the Marquesas, 
&c., men of elegant appearance and mild disposition; whereas the others who 
inhabit New Caledonia, Tanna, and the New Hebrides, &c. are blacker, more 
curly, and in disposition more distrustful and ferocious.243 
The fifth variety was divided into three separate tribes,244 each distinguished by their 
physical appearance but, as he was to explain in 1795, all united by a common language. 
In the 1795 edition,245 Blumenbach named the "varieties" of the human species, and 
refined his classification. The five varieties were Caucasian246, Mongolian, Ethiopian, 
American, and Malay. He justified his choice of the term "Malay" as follows: 
I wish to call it the Malay, because the majority of the men of this variety, 
especially those who inhabit the Indian islands close to the Malacca peninsula, 
as well as the Sandwich, the Society and the Friendly Islanders, and also the 
Malambi of Madagascar down to the inhabitants of Easter Island, use the 
Malay idiom.247 
241 Blumenbach, (1776)1865, footnote p. 99. 
242 Blumenbach, ( 1795) 1865, pp. 156-7. This edition was prefaced by an "Introductory Letter to Sir 
Joseph Banks". Banks also gave Blumenbach a number of other skulls. 
243 Blumenbach, (I 781)1865, footnote 4, pp. 99-100; the fifth variety is given in Blumenbach, J.R. 
Forster was cited by Blumenbach as Observations, p. 228. 
244 Having subdivisions within a variety was not confined to the fifth variety; this also occurred in the 
second variety for the " rest of Asia" who were divided into northern and southern races, although not on 
the basis of colour. 
245 On the Natural varieties of mankind, A Review, ( 1796) 1996, p. 59: "though professing merely to be 
the third edition of a fonner publication, it is very different and in fact a new work". 
246 This is said to be the first recorded use of the term. 
247 Blumenbach, ( 1795) 1865, p. 275. By 1806, in his Contributions to Natural History, (1806) 1865, p. 
304, although he had once again given primacy to geography in determining the divisions, he described the 
Malay variety as "including the Malays, properly so called", noting "Each of these five principal races 
contains one or more nations which ... might be separated as particular sub-varieties ... thus the black 
Papuans in New Holland etc. from the brown Otaheitians and other islanders of the Pacific Ocean". 
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Blumenbach footnoted the above giving his authorities as Banlcs, Marsden,248 and the 
comparative vocabulary "for the country of the Malaye" from Cook's third voyage 
account.249 Marsden's paper refocused attention on Banks' findings and Blumenbach 
dedicated this third edition to Banlcs, who was credited with making groundbreaking 
discoveries in the Pacific that rendered obsolete Linnaeus's work on the order, Homo 
Sapiens. Although Blumenbach's work was scientific, it reached a wider audience. Thus 
after 1795 "Malay" to describe peoples from Madagascar to Easter Island was virtually 
established usage in the broader European community until Marsden introduced 
"Polynesia". While Blumenbach freed academia from futile searches for proof of a 
"common origin" largely by declaring Caucasian the primaeval race he also promulgated 
notions of an innate European racial superiority, which with Marsden' s findings helped 
set the stage for nineteenth century racism. For much of the eighteenth century theories 
about negritos of the Peninsula and Sumatra (believed to have come from Africa) 
"attributed their origin to the shipwrecked crews of Arabian slave-vessels".250 Towards 
the century's end, however, it was generally accepted that "wild tribes" were original 
inhabitants, or had certainly preceded the Malays. Paradoxically, elevating "negritos" 
from the footnotes to science proper was to be reflected in future work in the region on 
comparative vocabularies. This in its turn impinged on Marsden's 1834 work discussed 
below. 
248 Blumenbach, (1795)1865, footnote p. 174, with reference to data on Sumatra: "Marsden, the classical 
author on that island". He also cited Marsden's History in footnotes with reference to the effect of sea on 
the skin, Blumenbach, (1795) 1865, footnote p. 215; to effect of climate on "confonnation of man and 
brute alike", p. 232; to depressing infants ' skulls, pp. 233 and 241; to "premature venery", p. 257; to 
plucking facial hair, p. 272; tooth rituals, p. 274; orang-utan, p. 174, as well as the "Remarks" paper, p. 
275 as noted in footnote below. 
249 Blumenbach, (1795)1865, footnote p. 275: "Sir J. Banks first of all showed this in Hawkesworth 's 
Collection, Vol. III. p. 373 [1773], then after him Bryant in Cook's Voyage to the Northern Hemisphere, 
Vol III. App. No. 2, p. 528 [1784], and Marsden in Archaeologia, V. VI. p. 154" [ 1782]. (Blumenbach has 
used the 2nd edition ofHawkesworth; he is referring to Banks' comparative vocabulary on p. 777 of the 
1st ed.) See Appendixes XI, Xlll and XV. 
250 Earle, 1849, p. 682. 
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Cook's Third Voyage 
Nowhere is the early recognition of Marsden's pre-eminence in Malay studies more 
amply demonstrated than in the published version of Cook's third voyage.25 1 It appeared 
in 1784, the year in which the Asiatic Society of Bengal was founded. The Preface is a 
testament to the centrality of notions of "civilisation" in assessing the contributions of 
the navigator-explorers and contains substantial reference to Marsden' s works, quoting 
him as an authority on Malay. Because Malay language and literature had Arabic and 
Persian sources and used the Arabic script, the Malay language was commonly classed 
with those "oriental" languages which, especially during the 1770s, were rapidly rising 
in status in British scholarly circles.252 Nevertheless, Marsden's reference to "the most 
dissimilar branches of the general language ... having an eminent sameness of many 
radical words"253 was cited to support its Pacific links. From an intellectual point of 
view, comparative philology opened rich prospects for Malay scholarship. 
Appendix II of the published account of Cook's voyage is a comparative table of terms 
for the numerals one to ten "for the country of the Mala ye" drawn from all available lists 
for then known languages of the islands from Madagascar to Easter Island. 254 The table 
listed the words for numerals one to ten in South Sea languages. In addition to three sets 
of Malay specimens, 39 sets of specimens for 29 languages, extracted from works 
published in English, were given for the islands from Madagascar to Easter Island.255 The 
table follows the practice, introduced by Marsden, of regarding Malay as the most 
251 Cook's journal was edited by the Rev. John Douglas, who had edited the journal from Cook's second 
voyage. It included vocabularies compiled by members of his crew and by the Rev J. Bryant and journal 
material drawn other accounts to cover the voyage after Cook's death. 
252 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. viii : "not only two thirds of the Persian, now in general use there [in India], 
is pure Arabic; but a half perhaps, of the Hindostan or Moors is Arabic and Persian: in the Malay, they also 
both abound; and they appear even to have found a place in the vulgar Nagree and Bengal". This is 
footnoted: "For the manner in which the Arabic and the Persian are incorporated in the Malay, see 
Maleeische Spraakunst (a Dutch Grammar of that dialect) by George Henrik Werndley". 
253 Cook, 1784, V. i, footnote pp. lxxii-lxxiii, quoted Marsden, 1783, p. 166: "the deviation of the words 
is scarcely more than is observed in the dialects of neighbouring provinces of the same kingdom". 
254 Cook, 1784, V. iii, p. 528: "A comparative Table of Numerals, exhibiting the Affinity and Extent of 
language, which is found to prevail in all the Islands of the Eastern Sea, and derived from that spoken on 
the Continent of Asia, in the Country of the Ma/ayes". 
255 The examples of all the then known languages are arranged beneath in the same order (geographical) 
that Marsden was to use in his "On the Polynesian or East-Insular Languages". 
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"improved" of the languages and giving it precedence as the standard.256 The three Malay 
lists are placed parallel to one another in the centre position at the head of the table.257 
They are set in larger type than the 39 lists with which they are compared.258 "The 
Malaye"259 is accorded presentation that visually reinforces the theoretical and 
hierarchical position argued in Marsden's printed works and makes the significance of 
the widely dispersed occurrence of the word lima (or five) self-evident.260 In addition 
there is a note at the head of the table which states that Malaye is the root of the language 
"found to prevail in all the islands of the Eastern Sea".261 Again, as in the Tables in 
Marsden's "Remarks" paper, there is no discrimination between Polynesian and part-
negrito languages. Although in the late eighteenth century, through association with the 
exploration of the Pacific, the status of Malay language and knowledge was at its zenith, 
this did not last far into the nineteenth century. 
By the 1790s Marsden's efforts in the 1783 History to separate Malayo-Polynesians from 
Malays had begun to percolate through the ranks of the British. The chief problem 
remained one of nomenclature. Forrest, for example, knew the region well, and 
understood the relationship between an overarching Malayness and the existence of 
separate "Malay" polities. By 1792 he differentiated Malayo-Polynesians from Malays of 
256 Comparative lists compiled by Banks and others had been published in the various editions of Cook's 
first and second voyages, and Forster (1778) had included a comparative vocabulary for the region; none 
until Marsden (1782 and 1783) had used the Malay language as the "master" or primary reference. 
257 Thomas Herbert (1677) "Herbert, p. 368'', William Marsden (1783) "Marsden, p. 168'', J.R. Forster 
(1778) "Forster's Observations p. 284". Presumably they were the only lists known to include the 
numerals. 
258 Cook, 1967, Part I, footnote 2, p. cxcix. Meetings concerning the editing of Cook's Journal of the third 
voyage were held at Banks' residence. At this period, as noted in the Introduction, Marsden was a frequent 
visitor at Soho Square and a regular user of Banks' library, Marsden, 1838, pp. 44-46. Although the table 
was prepared for publication by Mr Bryant, there is good reason to suppose that Marsden was at the least 
consulted. 
259 Cook, 1784, V. i, p. lxxi. Cook's editor followed Marsden's spelling in the History a/Sumatra, but 
followed Kaempfer in applying it to the [Malayo-Polynesian] language family in place of Marsden's 
"general language family" (Marsden, 1783, p. 166). 
260 Marsden was aware of this point because he had explained the sound shifts that made it obvious in his 
1780 tables, but he first explained the significance in 1834. Marsden, l 834a, p. 9, quoted in full in footnote 
above. 
261 Cook, 1784, Table to front p. 530: "N.B. The Malaye being considered as the root, three specimens of 
its Numerals stand separate, at the Top of the Table. The derivative branches are ranged and numbered, 
according to the longitudinal situation of the several places, proceeding from Madagascar, the most 
Western boundary, Eastward to Easter Island". For a copy of the Table see Appendix XV. 
188 
the western Archipelago. Lacking a generic name for the wider family of"Malay" 
speaking peoples he described the Aceh people as "far more shrewd than any other 
Malays . .. of Sumatra" and the Bugis as: "superior to other Malays.262 As noted in 
Chapter I, he also modified his definition of Malay countries, probably in response to 
Marsden. Similarly Staunton's testimony was intended to correct traditional 
understandings of "Malay".263 He described the Archipelago as populated by: 
a people who reside chiefly along the coasts of the islands in the Chinese seas, 
and are known by the general name of Malays, having a language and manners 
common to them all. 264 
Staunton's phrase, "general name of Malays", indicates he well understood the diversity 
of peoples he was discussing and was using the word "Malay" as the lexical equivalent 
of "European". Staunton was describing a relationship among peoples, of which 
commonalty of language was a feature, far closer than found in Europe. 
New directions in comparative philology: scientific study of the "wild tribes" 
Marsden responded to the intellectual challenges India offered British "Oriental studies" 
in the later 1780s.265 His study oflndian languages brought new insights into the Malay 
language and, more significantly, Malay literature.266 In 1793, before he could submit a 
completed article on "traces" of Hindu in Malay language and literature for publication, 
Jones' Eighth Anniversary address appeared.267 Both papers reported an unexpectedly 
262 Forrest, 1792, p. 53 and p. 92: "They [Bugis] are by far the most honourable of any of the Malay coast 
I ever met with, are really a distinct people, and have something free and dignified in their manner superior 
to other Malays". Forrest, 1792, p. 36, however, when speaking of Malay countries near Straits ofMelaka 
included Aceh with Kedah, Perak, Selangor and Rhio. 
263 Staunton, 1797, V. i, p. 293-94, qualified his statement on Malay pirates by specifying they came from 
the "east", in other words, not from British-held territories: "These pirates are Malays also, but chiefly 
from more eastern islands, who sail in boats armed with four or six guns each, or more, and going together 
in numerous fleets, had oflate taken several vessels, some belonging to the Dutch". 
264 Staunton, 1797, V. i, p. 290. 
265 Marsden, l 834a, p. 1: "To this [Sanskrit learning] the attention of persons who took an interest in 
Oriental studies was almost exclusively directed, and little encouragement was given to philological 
(though much to physical) researches in the maritime and less civilised regions of the East". 
266 Marsden, (1796)1894, pp. 217-224. 
267 Jones, (1794) 1979, pp. 1-16. As noted above, it was given in 1791, but did not reach Europe until 
after it was published in 1794. Marsden's paper although completed before he read Jones' paper was not 
published until the following year. Marsden, (1796) 1807, pp. 223-224: "Since the foregoing Paper was 
written, and communicated to a few friends, I have seen a copy of the third volume of the Asiatic 
Researches Uust received from Calcutta) and observe that the connexion between the Malayan and the 
Sanscrit has not escaped the notice of the President". 
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high proportion of Sanskrit words in Malay.268 Marsden was, however, discussing 
influences whereas Jones was looking at origins.269 Jones' discourse on "borderers, 
mountaineers270 and islanders of Asia" by drawing attention to negritoes and "wild tribes 
residing in the mountainous parts of those extensive regions"271 signalled new, but 
unproductive, directions for comparative philology in Insular-Asia and raised doubts 
about the credibility of Marsden's theories. Jones claimed Hindu origins for "wild 
tribes" who had "retreated" to the border areas enclosing north India,272 and then argued 
that the inhabitants of "Indian Islands" from Sri Lanka to the Moluccas also had Hindu 
origins, adding that the names Java and Sumatra were Sanskrit. Jones argued that 
"multitudes of pure Sanskrit words occur in the principal dialects of the Sumatrans"273 
and while nominally supporting Marsden's Malaya-Polynesian thesis claimed, 
apparently without realising the inherent conflict, that Sanskrit was "the parent of all the 
[Malaya-Polynesian] languages".274 Jones's article275 highlighted Malay links with the 
savages of the Archipelago but for Marsden the Hindu links provided additional 
268 Marsden, ( 1796) 1804, p. 2 17: "The Hindu ... words are such as the progress of civilization must soon 
have rendered necessary, being frequently expressions of the feelings of the mind, or denoting those 
ordinary modes of thought which result from the social habits of mankind, or from the evils that tend to 
interrupt them. It is not however to be understood, that the affinity between these languages is radical or 
that the names of the common objects of sense are borrowed from the Sanscrit''. 
269 Useful philological contributions to the search for the identity and seat of"the original tribe" had 
already run their course before Jones' work on the Family of Nations concluded. 
270 As noted in Chapter I , "mountaineers" were listed by Linnaeus among the "aberrant" groups of Homo 
sapiens. 
27 1 Jones wrote, (1794)1979, (8th Discourse) p. I: "our historical researches would have been left 
incomplete, if we had passed without attention over the numerous races ofborderers who have been 
established on the limits of Arabia, Persia, India, China, and Tartary; over the wild tribes residing in the 
mountainous parts of those extensive regions; and the more civilized inhabitants of the islands annexed by 
geographers to their Asiatick division of this globe". 
272 Jones, (1794)1979, (8th Discourse), p. 8. He also noted "on the [northern part of the] continent of 
India ... we find many races of wild people, with more or less of that pristine ferocity, which induced their 
ancestors to secede from the civilized inhabitants of the plains and valleys". 
273 Jones, (1794)1979, (8th Discourse), pp. 9-10. He did this not on the basis ofMarsden's scientifically 
selected lists but a) on the nature of the alphabets of the "Rejang and the lampun" and b) apparently by 
using the terms from the chapters in the History of Sumatra esp. those giving details of the legal codes and 
practices. This point is further discussed in Chapter III. 
274 Jones, ( 1794) 1979, (8th Discourse), p. 9. After suggesting earlier in the same paper (apparently 
because of Forrest's evidence on Bali) that Ceylon and all the: "Indian Islands" "from the Malayadwipas 
... to the Moluccas ... and probably beyond" were peopled from India; p. 8, Jones wrote: "the people 
called Malays ... descended from Arabian traders and mariners after the age of Muhammed". Both Leyden 
and Marsden disagreed with his Sanskrit theory. 
275 Logan, 1850, p. 253: "Sir William Jones, had ... concluded, with a confidence arising from ignorance 
of the subject, that all these [Malayo-Polynesian] languages were derivatives from Sanskrit". 
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evidence on the way the Malay language had been "improved". While publication of 
Marsden's "traces" paper in 1796 corrected Jones' philological errors and the impression 
that the Malays belonged among "wild tribes",276 nevertheless these themes were pursued 
by John Leyden and, later, John Crawfurd. 
On the Polynesian and East-Insular Languages 
By 1834 the universalism of the Enlightenment which endorsed the search for common 
origins and nurtured a belief in the brotherhood of man in a literal sense had given way 
to the spirit of humanitarianism characteristic of the romantic age. For most of the 
eighteenth century the biological value of hybridity277 was recognised and interbreeding 
was merely evidence that all races belonged to a single species and racial purity in a 
biological sense had no special value. The moral deterioration of deracination caused by 
long periods as an expatriate was deplored more than miscegenation. These values were 
reversed in 1795 with the publication of the third edition of Blumenbach's treatise, "On 
the Natural Variety of Mankind". Although the treatise affirmed that the human race was 
a single species, the scientific identification of "varieties" led to incipient racialism. 
Skin colour, formerly a subject of scientific investigation, now provided the measure for 
a new hierarchy. Ways of accounting for difference were given a new and sinister 
twist.278 While Marsden may have contributed to these social changes he was also 
required to respond to them. The 1812 Grammar was intended for a general audience 
and included some tactful clarification of the more obvious misinterpretations of his 
theses. In the 1834 work philologists were his target audience and he was far more 
276 Consequently, for European audiences, bringing to mind tales of human sacrifice, cannibalism, and 
sexual promiscuity more characteristic of Pacific Polynesians. 
277 Rayna!, 1777, V. iii, p. 459: "But of all the primitive customs, the most salutary [in preventing 
degradation of the race], perhaps, was that of mingling and dividing the two races by intennarriage". 
Cf. Ritvo, 1997, pp. 129-130: "In [an] ... echo ofstockbreeding concerns, it was frequently suggested that 
although crosses with Europeans offered the most efficient or perhaps "the only way to impart those 
elements of progress which are the glorious birtlrright of the highest races", the "intellectual and moral 
character of the European is deteriorated by the mixture of black or red blood" to the same degree. Human 
hybrids were also considered liable to a range of physical and mental weaknesses, including infertility. 
278 Wallace for example was to define "degradation" of species in response to changed environmental 
conditions as a reversion to simpler forms. 
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explanatory than in his "Remarks" paper and his 1834 criticisms were much more 
trenchant. 279 
Marsden's On the Polynesian or East-Insular Languages of 1834 is an afterword to his 
linguistic work that considerably expanded the scope of his "Remarks" paper. The 1834 
work was the most comprehensive of the early overviews of languages of the region 
including mainland Asia "beyond the Ganges" to Taiwan, from Southern Africa and 
Madagascar to Easter Island and the west coast of the Americas, and Australia.280 
Marsden reiterated his position on the longitudinal spread of the general language, 
including affirming the Polynesian character of Madagash, and on Malay as the most 
recent and "improved" branch rather than progenitor of the Polynesian languages, and 
expanded aspects of his principal theory that had been misinterpreted or criticised. His 
major priority was to give: 
A more clear and methodological exposition than has hitherto been done, of the 
intrinsic evidence that the languages spoken throughout this vast intertropical 
region (with certain stated exceptions) belong to one common stock.281 
In the 1780s Marsden gave priority to language and regarded custom as sufficient 
confirmation, and in 1834 he still preferred language and custom but took more account 
of physical attributes (i.e. complexion and hair) than hitherto.282 Instead of being 
confined to Malaya-Polynesian languages Marsden dealt systematically with the known 
tribes and languages of the Archipelago and Pacific, discussing the "negritos" of the 
region and their languages as well as mainland Asian languages. Marsden's major 
279 Marsden, I 834a, p. I I: "With all respect for the eminent abilities of the president of the Asiatic 
Society [Jones], I may be allowed to ask, why opinions respecting the dialects of the Malayan Archipelago. 
fonned from the residence amongst the natives, should be referred to the test of those adopted by a person, 
however distinguished for his attainments, who had no practical acquaintance with the subject, nor appears 
to have made it his study?" 
280 Marsden, l 834a, pp. l-2. It was published in response to personal requests from scholars on the 
continent among whom interest in philology of"the maritime and less civilised regions of the East" had 
recently revived. The French exploration of the Pacific, notably the expeditions of Dumont d 'Urville, 
presumably inspired the "inquiries from several learned persons" he had been "honoured" to receive. 
281 Marsden, 1834a, p. 79. 
282 Marsden drew up his original theory knowing that there were physical differences among the people 
he interviewed. One possible reason for Marsden's rejecting J.R.Forster's " inference" may have been 
because the descriptions available for the people of Tanna and New Zealand indicated there was no 
appreciable difference in colour, as noted in Chapter l, whereas the New Zealand languages were clearly 
Polynesian. 
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modifications were to exclude part-negrito languages and to define the geographical 
areas inhabited by part-negritos.283 Marsden summarised data on languages of the whole 
region, but he was primarily concerned with exploring the manifestations of the 
Polynesian language family rather than with explaining its origins.284 
Certain points Marsden regarded as "speculative". These included attempts to "ascertain 
which of the Polynesian dialects should be considered the parent stock"285 and to trace 
descent from the Asian mainland.286 Yet clearly he had some definite opinions: 
We are ignorant even of the general direction in which it [Polynesian] may itself 
have spread over the archipelago. The presumption is, that its progress has been 
from the west towards the east; but some of the most copious and artificial 
dialects are found among the Philippines, at a distance from the relatively western 
lands of Sumatra, Java, and the peninsula.287 
The Philippines evidence was suggestive, especially taken in conjunction with his Tartar 
hypothesis. Marsden had not resiled from the basic tenets of his "Tartar" (now Indo-
Chinese) hypothesis and, in 1834, clarified and modified it in the light of material 
collected since 1780.288 Since 1780, as noted below, study had revealed Inda-Chinese 
languages were monosyllabic, whereas "East Insular" languages were polysyllabic. 289 
These findings and the probability that Malays originated in Sumatra strengthened 
Marsden's Polynesia theory, but, at first glance, weakened his "Tartar" suggestion.290 
283 Marsden, 1834a, pp. 46-49. For Tables of the mainly negrito and part-negrito languages see Marsden, 
1834a, pp. 105-1 14. 
284 Marsden, 1834a, p. 5: "we must be content to regard the language as original, in the ordinary sense of 
the expression, implying no more than its origin being in that state of obscurity beyond which no 
connecting line or derivation can be traced" and Marsden, 1796, p. 218: "the widely extended language 
prevailing ... between Madagascar on the one hand, and Easter Island on the other ... is sufficient to give 
it claim to the highest degree of antiquity, and to originality, as far as that term can be applied". 
285 Marsden, 1834a, pp. 4-5, although the "most copious and artificial dialects" of the Philippines 
apparently theoretically made them the best candidate. 
286 Marsden, I 834a, p. 5. Quoted above. See also Marsden, l 834a, pp. 95-97, for tables of Indo-Chinese 
and Chinese languages. These were both projects undertaken by John Leyden, one of his severe (but 
misguided) critics. John Crawfurd only pursued the former project. 
287 Marsden, 1834a, p. 5. His speculations have been borne out by recent research. 
288 For example, Marsden, l 834a, pp. 5, 33, 61 established that there were no known languages of Africa 
or the Americas that bore a relationship to the [Malayo-] Polynesian languages. For Tables see Marsden, 
l 834a, pp. 92, I 04, 114. 
289 Marsden, 1834a, p. 19: "The words in their simple state are for the most part dissyllables [sic), with 
the accent on the first syllable; but monosyllables are not unfrequent". 
290 As noted in a footnote above in the late 1700s there had been confusion in European thought about 
boundaries between Mongols and Tartars. In the intervening years much work had been done by 
193 
Although Marsden discovered, perhaps as early as 1785, that the people of Taiwan were 
"of Polynesian stock"291 who matched descriptions of the Haraforas292 it was not until 
1823 that Marsden located specimens of the Taiwanese language.293 For Marsden, 
physical evidence and "numerical adjuncts", and notably those for Taiwan294 which met 
all his "test" criteria, 295 still argued "in favour of an early, if not an original connexion 
[with] the great ultra-gangetic peninsulas".296 
In 1834 Marsden gave narrative form to conclusions that could be deduced from the 
1780 Tables updated with additional linguistic and anthropological evidence. Points 
which could not be deduced from the "Remarks", but may have been explained when his 
paper was presented, were now covered. A defence and re-statement of his thesis 
preceded discussion on the languages which began in the west and progressed east taking 
each island group in tum: Hither Polynesia, the intermediate area defining the 
"ambiguous area" of part-negrito languages, and Further Polynesia.297 The narrative 
included sections headed "Verbal Inflections" (pp. 71-79) and "Remarks on the 
ethnologists, upon which Marsden drew for the notes to his Travels of Marco Polo, and although he had 
chosen to "follow his author" it presumably inclined him to a less specific articulation of his theory. 
291 Marsden, 1834a, p. 67. Pere J .A.M. de Ma ill a in 1715 had provided a description from which: "It 
appears that they belong to Polynesian stock, and are such as among the Molucca islands would be termed 
Haraforas; not only from the description of their persons, but from what is noticed of their customs and 
habits''. He notes (in a footnote) they had olive skin, straight hair, chewed betel, blackened their teeth and 
had tattoos. Marsden's edition ofMailla's Histoire generale de Ia Chine ou Annales de eel empire was 
published in Paris in 1785 (Marsden, 1827, p. 77). 
292 Marsden, 1834a, pp. 49-50, held that the Haraforas or Alforees: "generally, if not always occupying 
the interior and less accessible parts of many islands, particularly east of Borneo ... these, under a general 
designation, are no other than the original, unconverted natives, who have been driven into the mountains 
by the Malays, their Mahometan persecutors, occupying the sea-coasts and low-lands of their country [who 
are] uniformly spoken of as resembling the Polynesian race". Contrary to J.R. Forster's belief; see J.R. 
Forster, (1778) 1996, pp. 186-187 as discussed in Chapter I. 
293 Marsden, 1834a, p. 67: "[Klaproth 's Asia Polyglotta] vocabulary fully confirms the opinion that the 
original inhabitants are not ofa negrito (as was commonly supposed) but of the Polynesian race; and it is 
remarkable that many of the terms (such as aulong for orang man, and apoei for api fire) correspond with 
the Malayan dialect of the general tongue". Heinrich Julius von Klaproth's (1783-1835) Asia Polyglotta 
was published in Paris in 1823. Listed Marsden, 1827, p.268: "Asia Polyglotta von Julius Klaproth. Paris, 
1823, 4to. Mit einem Sprachatlas, fol.". 
294 Bellwood, 1995, p. 5: "All Austronesian languages are currently considered to derive from a single 
~arent language, probably spoken on Taiwan something over 5000 years ago". 
95 Marsden, 1834a, p. 9, quoted in full in a footnote below. The Taiwan vocabulary met the "eastern" 
Polynesian criteria for the representation of the number 5, and the numbers 1-8 appear close to the 
Malayan. See Marsden, 1834a, Table p. 108. 
296 Marsden, l 834a, p. 39. Quoted in full above. 
297 Marsden, l 834a, p. 3. Quoted in a footnote above. 
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Alphabets of the Polynesian Languages" (pp. 79-86) addressed to two Plates of script 
specimens.298 These now included the Korinchi and Bugis scripts. The 86 page narrative 
was followed by 28 comparative Tables listing 139 vocabularies for I 04 languages.299 In 
addition to vocabulary specimens he had collected himself or obtained through 
intermediaries, or located in publications during the years between 1782 and 1834, he 
used vocabularies from Asiatic Researches.300 The major new comparative material was 
that published by John Leyden, Thomas Stamford Raffles301 and John Crawfurd.302 
Coping with Critics 
In the 1811 History there were changes to orthography303 in the text and "Specimens of 
Languages" table, but a more important change to the latter was replacing Saya with 
Aku.304 Leyden commented that Saya was Chinese in origin;305 he also reported that Aku 
was more common on the Peninsula, which may have encouraged Marsden to make this 
change, 306 but both terms appear in his Grammar.307 The "Sumatran Alphabets" plate 
had also been altered to include additional information on the direction in which the 
298 Marsden, I 834a, pp. 81-87. The Plates follow page 116. Titled "Alphabets of the Hither Polynesia" 
they include "Korinchi in Sumatra"; "Rejang [including] Lemba and Passummah"; "Lampung"; "Batta or 
Batak"; "Bugi or Ugi and Makasar" . 
299 Marsden, 1834a, pp. 87-114. 
300 For example, in Nicholas Fontana's, 1794, "On the Nicobar Isles", pp. 157-160, R.H. Colebrooke, 
1807?, "On the Andaman Islands" p. 393-94, John Crisp, 1809?, "An account ofthe Inhabitants of the 
Poggy [Pagai] Islands" , pp. 90-91. 
301 Raffles, 1817, V. ii, Appendix E. These lists in some measure sought to meet the desiderata Leyden 
listed in his 1810 Comparative Vocabulary and were compiled according to a template laid out by Leyden. 
302 Other lists, Marsden, as described in the Introduction, sourced from his Admiralty contacts. They 
included vocabularies in journals of captured French naval expedition personnel and older published works 
and from his distributed forms for collecting language specimens. 
303 His orthography was brought more into line with Jones' system, noted in a footnote above. 
304 Marsden also may have already noted the analogy between Tagala and Malay explained in the 
following, Marsden, l 834a, p. 41 : "In the pronouns there is a decided analogy, although not without 
exceptions ... . the first person, aco ' I ' is the Malayan aku;y-cau ' thou', is kau for angkau . ... " 
305 Leyden was in error, since saya derives from sahaya meaning servant. 
306 Leyden, 1808, p. 174: "A number of T'hay vocables occur in Malayu; but for the most part, they are 
neither expressive of our simplest ideas, nor of the most remarkable objects in nature, excepting perhaps 
ku, the contracted form of Aku, I, in Malayu, which is the same in T 'hay or Siamese", p. 175, quoted in 
footnote above. Marsden, 1811 , p. 199, also noted in the text that among the differences between Malay in 
Sumatra and the Peninsula: "The personal pronouns differ materially in the respective countries". 
307 Marsden, 1812b, pp. 43-45, lists "pronouns of the first person (singular) in the following order: aku 
(or ku when connected to another word); amba (hamba); beta; saya; p atek; gua (for Batavia). 
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scripts were written.308 Marsden dealt quite extensively with the other Sumatran scripts in 
1811, and addressed Leyden's assertion that Batak script was written from top to bottom 
of the line,309 (i.e. the reverse of the Chinese method) and not as Marsden had reported 
"from left to right (in the manner of the Hindus, who, there is reason to believe, were the 
original instructors of all these people)" as were the other Sumatran scripts. 
Acknowledging his specimens were written in the presence of Europeans (of whom he 
was one),310 and citing other supporting evidence, he concluded by noting practical 
difficulties of the bottom up method.31 1 
A further change, noted in both Marsden's History and Grammar,31 2 had philological 
implications: Dutch scholars had found indigenous literary evidence of a Sumatran 
origin for the Malays31 3 as had Raffles.314 At the theoretical level, Marsden's case for the 
[Malayo ]-Polynesian language family was strengthened by a Sumatran origin. In 1834 
Marsden accounted for the Jakun people of the hinterlands suggesting that they were 
Peninsular Polynesians who preceded and were displaced by the Malays.315 Marsden had 
portrayed Malays and all the Sumatran nations he discussed as civilised. His Grammar 
308 Marsden, 1811, Plate facing p. 202 (See Appendix XIII): "the lines descending, most usually, from the 
top of the page, but not unfrequently the bottom line is the first written ... this practice (common to other 
tribes) appears to have given rise to the idea (noted at p. 383) that the Battas are accustomed to write 
perpendicularly "from bottom to top of the line". 
309 Leyden, 1808, p. 206. 
310 Marsden, 1834a, footnote to p. 81: "Having only seen the natives write single lines, I had formerly 
expressed doubts respecting the alleged practice of multiplying them per ascensum" . 
311 Marsden, 1811, p. 384: "But I am at the same time aware that as this was performed in the presence of 
Europeans, and upon our paper, they may have deviated from their usual practice, and that therefore the 
evidence is not conclusive ... it is not easy to see how persons making use of ink can conduct the hand 
from the bottom to the top of the page without marring their ovm performance". 
312 Marsden, (1812b) 1984, p. iv: Although it was natural "to consider [the Malayan peninsula] the mother 
country of the Malays ... subsequent investigation has taught us that in the peninsula itself the Malays were 
only settlers." 
313 This in effect strengthened rather than weakened Marsden's Polynesian proposition. This is further 
discussed in Chapter TV. 
314 As Marsden 's 1811 History had actually been printed in 1810 it is unlikely that Marsden would have 
seen a copy of Raffles' paper, Maritime Code of the Malays, 1810, Calcutta, Mission Press, (See listing in 
Loh, 1997, p. 55) concerning Minangkabau connections with Johore before he completed his text. Raffles' 
paper was also published in the Asiatic Review (Raffles, 1816, pp. 102-158) under the title, "On the 
Malayu Nation", pp. 1 lOff. 
3 15 Marsden, J 834a, p. 16-17. By 1809 Raffles was corresponding with Marsden about the Jakun. Raffles, 
1816, pp. 109-110: Raffles had made considerable progress in studying the languages of the Peninsula 
including "Jokong" (or Jakun) and their language, which revealed Malay and Portuguese influences. 
196 
specified the exception of the "negritos" from his "general" family316 of languages, which 
could be deduced but was not articulated in the "Remarks" paper. The Grammar was his 
first attempt to explain the philological foundations of his work using "analogies of our 
own tongue"317 and referring to supporting comparative vocabularies.318 It clarified 
omission of overt reference in "Remarks" to the "negrito" languages making clear that 
physical characteristics had some influence.319 Marsden had yet to retreat from the 
inclusive position of his "Remarks" paper where part-negrito languages had been 
included with the Polynesian, but he explained major points questioned by propositions 
advanced by Jones and Leyden.320 Leyden in 1808, following Jones, treated (inland) 
Sumatrans as "wild tribes" because of Batak cannibalism.32 1 Forrest had confirmed, but 
Leyden questioned, the ritualistic nature of Batak cannibalism, a point that Marsden was 
to continue to uphold, both in the 1811 History and in his 1831 article.322 He believed 
316 Marsden, (I 8I2b)1984, p. xxii, "The Polynesian or general East-insular language does not include 
those spoken by the description of people termed Papua and Samang by the Malays and Negrites by the 
Spaniards of Manilla". 
317 Marsden, (1812b)l984, pp. xix-xx. After referring to the Germanic origins of English, he suggested 
that if the language of "English merchants settling at Emden, Bremen, Hamburgh, and Lubeck" had 
become the "general language of communication with traders ... Under such circumstances the English 
would be to the natives of Lower Germany ... what the Malays are to the ancient population of the islands: 
children of the same stock, but estranged from their brethren by the acquisition of foreign habits, and again 
frequenting them under the advantage of their new condition". 
318 Marsden, (1812b)l984, pp. xviii-xix. These included the "Remarks" Tables, Cook's 1784 V. iii 
Appendix and " the chart often numerals in two hundred languages by the Rev. R. Patrick, recently 
published". 
319 Marsden, (l 812b) 1984, p. xxii: "crisp or frizzled hair and dark skin, point them out as a race totally 
distinct from the yellow complexioned, long haired natives of whom we are speaking". 
320 As footnoted above in the discussion of Jones and Leyden. 
321 The omission of the l 783 Conclusion, with its references to "uncultivated nature", was doubtless, even 
if indirectly, a response to Leyden and his "wild tribes" classification of Sumatran languages is discussed 
in the next chapter. 
322 Marsden, 1811, p. 390-391: "The voyages of our late famous circumnavigators . . . have proved to the 
world that human flesh is eaten by the savages of New Zealand . .. [The Battas] do not eat human flesh as a 
means of satisfying the cravings of nature ... The Battas eat it as a species of ceremony; as a mode of 
shewing their detestation of certain crimes by an ignominious punishment; and as a savage display of 
revenge and insult to their unfortunate enemies". Marsden, (1831, p. 5) collected the following infonnation 
concerning the inhabitants of an island near New Guinea: "The dead bodies of the people ... who fell in 
the attack, were eaten by the natives, according to their usual custom; but nor .. . were they in the habit of 
feasting upon the bodies of any persons sacrificed for the occasion. No distinction, however, is made 
between such as are slain and those who die a natural death ... On occasions of this kind a number of 
persons are collected together from the neighbouring dwellings; such meals not being made in a private or 
family way, although the bodies of friends and relations are eaten, as well as those of enemies. Both are 
treated in the same manner". 
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that ritualistic cannibalism was an ancient human practice which, in the case of the 
Batak, had failed to atrophy. 323 
The Malayo-Polynesian thesis 
Some contemporary scholar-administrators had problems comprehending the notion of 
"an original language" and in grasping that Marsden's arguments on the Malay language 
proved Malay was the most recently differentiated, or youngest, branch of the Polynesian 
family tree.324 These were paralleled by similar difficulties with conceptualising the 
evolutionary pattern of a language family325 gradually extending across half the globe.326 
Since Crawford took up and expanded the main points made by Leyden, Marsden dealt 
with their criticisms together in his 1834 On the Polynesian ... Languages. Neither 
Crawfurd nor Leyden understood the principles of comparative philology, but Crawford 
thought he had the theoreticians on his side and that Marsden had the practical men on 
his.327 
Discussion of Hither Polynesian languages began with "Malayan". A key issue in 1834 
was making clear that Malayan was an "improved" and civilised language and that it was 
a recent branch and not the "original" Polynesian language: 
those who have been accustomed to consider the Malayan as the parent stock 
from which the other dialects have sprung. are materially in error. Their 
323 Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 361: "Human flesh was never used as common food in any country, and the 
various relations concerning people, who reckoned it among the stated means of subsistence flow from the 
credulity and mistakes of travellers". (He suggested its origins lay in revenge.) 
324 Marsden, 1834a, p. 15: "and that the portion of it considered by Dr. Leyden and Mr. Crawfurd as the 
remnants of a tongue more ancient than the Polynesian, is merely that part of the latter which has 
undergone the change that time and accidental circumstances produce in all, but especially the unwritten 
languages, and of which abundant example is afforded in those of the Greeks and Romans". (This 
quotation completes that given in the text above). 
325 Marsden, 1834a, p. 8. Marsden used terms like consanguinity and sisterhood to describe linguistic 
relationships. 
326 Marsden, 1834a, p. 14. 
327 Marsden, 1838, footnote, pp. 169-170, quoting a letter from Crawfurd to Marsden, dated 8 May, 1834: 
" I have just finished a Review of some works on the East- insular Countries, where you appear in your 
proper position at the head of the list. You will see, though I have always looked up to you as my master in 
our common pursuits, I have ventured to skirmish with you over two-and thirty octavo pages; but I am by 
no means prepared to say I have the best of the battle. The public, however, will decide between us in this 
matter, when I can almost anticipate that the theorists will all be on my side, and men of experience and 
practice on yours." 
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connexion is that of sisterhood ... yet a comparison of its most simple 
vocables with those of the less cultivated dialects, with attention to the 
structure of both, will furnish abundant evidence of their original 
consanguinity. 328 
Irrespective of how the Malays came to be in the Peninsula,329 Marsden believed that the 
"advantageous" circumstance of their commercial importance330 was the significant 
factor. Demonstrating that their commercial enterprise contributed to making Malay the 
most advanced branch331 of the language, as well as their contact with world religions, 
had multiple resonances (as noted in chapter 1).332 Marsden acknowledged that if 
philological evidence were not taken into account, it might be thought: 
from accidental advantages of education, the difference between them has 
become so great, that, on a superficial view, the Malayan might be thought to 
belong to a distinct family. 333 
He ascribed their enriched language to successive Hindu-Buddhist and Islamic 
influences.334 Although Java was the principal seat of the Hindus in the Archipelago, and 
Hindu influences antedated the rise of Melaka, Malay forms of Sanskrit, being "purer" 
than those in Javanese, argued a different source. 335 
The improvements in the [Malay] language resulting from such an intercourse 
with foreign nations, soon distinguished it from, and gave it superiority over its 
d.al 336 cognate i ects. 
328 Marsden, l 834a, p. 12. 
329 Marsden, I 834a, p. 15. Quoted and discussed in Chapter IV 
330 Marsden, 1834a, p. 6: "Favoured by [Melaka's] advantageous situation in the straits ... it not only 
extended its influence over the Archipelago, but also drew traders to its emporiums from the most distant 
as well as the nearest coasts of India". 
331 Marsden, 1834a, p. 6: "the vernacular tongue ofa people inhabiting the interior of Sumatra, became 
the most celebrated [of the Hither Polynesia dialects] , under the name ofMalayu or Malayan; which 
properly belonged to a principal tribe, but subsequently to their migrating [to Singapore and then Melaka], 
was assumed as the national appellation. [Having built up a great emporium] The improvements in the 
language resulting from such an intercourse with foreign nations, soon distinguished it from, and gave it 
superiority over its cognate dialects''. 
332 While written Malay belonged to a major world script Malay people were now linked to pagan 
cannibals of the Pacific. This ambiguity impinged on linguistic and political situations. 
333 The quotation continues, Marsden, 1834a, p. 8: "yet a comparison of its most simple vocables with 
those of the less cultivated dialects, with attention to the structure of both, will furnish abundant evidence 
of their original consanguinity". 
334 Marsden, 1834a, pp. 6-7. 
335 Marsden, I 834a, pp. 6-7: "It is ... observed by competent Hindu scholars, [presumably Charles 
Wilkins] that Sanskrit words which have become blended with the Malayan, are found in a more genuine 
state of orthography (yet not without exceptions) than the corresponding terms in the Kawi of the Pali; 
from which circumstance a more direct origin may be inferred". 
336 Marsden, I 834a, p. 6. 
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Marsden held that many Arabic borrowings were mainly literary, but, unlike some later 
scholars, that others were integral to the language.337 These linguistic modifications he 
argued were a comparatively recent phenomenon. He explained the "test" for Polynesian 
linguistic characteristics and how to distinguish Malay from other Polynesian 
languages.338 Application of the "test" placed Javanese closer to the Polynesian than the 
Malayan category. 339 
Leyden was to direct the focus of language study towards literary and historical rather 
than philological ends. In the short term, Leyden diverted Malay language linguistic 
scholarship into a false trail. Leyden wrote his article "On the languages and literature of 
the Inda-Chinese Nations"340 which provided a conspectus of current research341 
following a few months visit to the Malay lands in 1805. 342 Leyden was not a philologist, 
but used philology's tools.343 Leyden belonged to the new age oflndology which had 
archaeological rather than anthropological interests: 
In the paucity of existing monuments, relative to the Indo-Chinese nations, no 
better method presented itself, either for classing their tribes, or laying a 
foundation for historical researches, than by examining the mutual relation of 
the several languages which are currently among them.344 
337 Marsden, J 834a, p. 7: "[Some Arabic tenns] are employed as a proofof literary attainment by all who 
affect superiority of style in their writings. Many Arabic terms, however, may be considered as no less 
incorporated with the language than those of Sanskrit origin; and in both cases their meanings are 
frequently modified to a certain degree, by restricting or enlarging their acceptation". Further discussed in 
Chapter V. 
338 Marsden, 1834a, p. 9: "In the names of the numerals ... those for 'seven, eight, nine' pit, walu, siva, 
generally prevalent (with slight diversity of sound), bear no resemblance to the words expressing the same 
numbers in Malayan, and serve therefore as a test by which every other Polynesian dialect may be 
distinguished from it". This is quoted more fully in a footnote above. 
339 Marsden, l 834a, Tables on pp. 87, 88. 
340 Leyden, 1808, pp. 158-289. Leyden introduced this term and used it more as a synonym for all of 
"India [i.e. Asia] beyond the Ganges" than according to modem usage. 
341 An ms note on p. 289 ofthe Royal Asiatic Society's copy reads: "Leyden died 181 1, a wonderful 
paper for the period, a little out of date now". This article was well received in its day. 
342 Leyden, 1808, p. 159: "In 1805, I resided some time at Penang, and visited A chi, with some other 
places on the coasts of Sumatra and the Malayan peninsula". See also Marsden, l 834a, footnote p. 12: 
"The period of Dr. Leyden's residence in countries to the eastward of the Bay of Bengal did not exceed 
four months". Hooker, 2001, pp. 7-8. 
343 As explained in a footnote above. He provided 4 comparative vocabularies: Leyden, 1808, pp. 236-
237, "Rukheng, Barma"; pp. 258-260, "Law, T'hay"; pp. 273-275, "Barma, T'hay, Anam, Kong-Chinese"; 
pp. 283-284, "Sanscrit, Prakit, Bali [i.e.Pali], Zend". 
344 Leyden, 1808, p. 162. 
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Leyden's differentiation of "historical research" from "classing their tribes" is 
significant. It represents the separation of comparative philology from history proper, a 
division between arts and sciences characteristic of the nineteenth century. He followed 
Jones345 in exploring connections between languages later to be grouped in the Tibeto-
Burman and Mon-Khmer groups346 and identified affinities among continental Indo-
Chinese languages. He pointed out that mainland languages were generally monosyllabic 
whereas insular languages were polysyllabic.347 
Leyden dismissed Marsden's Polynesian thesis principally because he believed the 
evidence insufficient. Neither he nor Crawford understood the concept of a "radical" 
word. Both thought vocabularies should be collected "on an extensive scale" 348 and that 
Marsden's similarities were "coincidences".349 Leyden misunderstood the place of Malay 
in the language family and disputed Marsden's findings concerning Javanese350 and 
argued that Malay words for: 
the most simple class of our ideas, and the most remarkable objects in nature 
appear to be only gross auricular corruptions of the true regular terms in the more 
ancient eastern languages'',351 
of Javanese, Bugis, which only departed from Marsden's theory when Leyden added 
Thai, and Burmese.352 This was one of the Polynesian links with the mainland that 
345 Following Jones ( 1795) I 979, p. I 0, noting that Tibetan "although it was anciently Sanserif, and 
polysyllabick [sic], it seems at present, from the influence of Chinese manners, to consist of 
monosyllables". 
346 Luce, 1985, V. i, p. 1: "Austroasiatic, of which Khmer and Mon are the oldest literary languages". 
347 Leyden, (1808, p. 163) provided a summary table listing Polysyllabic, Monosyllabic and the learned 
languages. He discussed the polysyllabic ( 6 Peninsular and island languages, Leyden, 1808, pp. 163-215), 
then monosyllabic (7 continental India-beyond-the-Ganges, Leyden, 1808, pp. 222-276); pp. 276-284, he 
placed "the learned language" Pali as the sole member in a third group. 
348 Leyden, 1808, p. 162: "This method [of comparison of languages] when applied on an extensive scale, 
is always the surest clue for developing the origin of a nation, and indicating the revolutions it may have 
been subjected, either by foreign conquest or colonization." 
349 Leyden, 1808, p. 167. Quoted in footnote below. 
350 Leyden challenged Marsden 's proof of the existence of a Malayo-Polynesian language family stating 
1808, p. 167: "By attempting to prove too much I apprehend he has failed essentially". Leyden's 
arguments only proved, however, that he had failed to follow the argument. Marsden was to re-iterate his 
point that Malay as the "most advanced language" presented fewest affinities with the "original" language. 
He answered many of Leyden's points in his 1834 On the Polynesian or East-Insular Languages discussed 
below. 
351 Leyden, 1808,p.173. 
352 Luce, 1985, pp. 2, 31. The Burmese and Thai languages belong to the Austroasiatic group. The 
affinities with Malay identified by Leyden, and acknowledged by later scholars, appear to have come into 
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Marsden held to be unsubstantiated.353 Leyden rejected both Marsden's "Remarks" paper 
and Sir William Jones' suggestion the Malayo-Polynesian "original" language was a 
Sanskrit derivative: 354 
That (it] is not Sanserif, a very slender knowledge of the two languages is 
sufficient to evince; and if this original part should itself turn out to be derived as 
I apprehend, from different sources, the idea of an original insular language will 
fall to the ground. 
Leyden postulated that the "original language of the South Seas" was more ancient than 
Polynesian.355 Although Crawfurd acknowledged Marsden's contribution356 to 
archipelagic scholarship he propounded a "greater" Polynesian language concept.357 
Crawford elaborated Leyden's suggestion of an "original language" that pre-dated 
Polynesian, and increased Leyden's three358 component parts of the language to seven.359 
Marsden disagreed strongly with Crawfurd's theories which were the inverse of his 
own.360 According to Crawfurd the original Polynesian language "was, in all likelihood, a 
both Austronesian (Malayo-Polynesian) and Austroasiatic languages via the Sakai (Semang and Senoi) 
contact with Old Mon. 
353 Marsden, l 834a, p. 5: "An ... unsuccessful endeavour has hitherto been that of tracing their 
[Polynesian dialects] common descent from some one of the nearest continents". 
354 Leyden, 1808, p. 167: "He [Marsden] has pointed out a few coincidences, but has left the mass of the 
language unaccounted for: and as the few coinciding words may have all been derived from a common 
source, it is perhaps a more natural inference to conclude that they have all been modified by some general 
language, than to conclude with Sir W. Jones that the parent of them all has been Sanserif'. 
355 Leyden, 1808, p . 173. The quotation continues: "Now there are a variety of reasons for supposing that 
this part of the Malayu language, which might be imagined the most simple and original, is, in reality, 
more corrupted and mixed, than those pa11s which are confessedly derived from a foreign source". 
356 Crawfurd, 1820, V. ii, p. 81: "The merit of distinctly pointing out the existence of a great Polynesian 
language, as pervading the Indian Archipelago, belongs to Marsden ... previous to whose writings we 
possessed neither correct nor philosophical accounts of those singular countries". 
357 Crawfurd was adept at following false leads and misunderstood the principles of comparative 
philology. Winsted!, 1923, p. 268: "Though [Crawfurd'sl theories have all been superseded (including his 
dictum that sheep would not flourish in Australia), he collected a vast amount of invaluable material" . 
358 Leyden, 1808, pp. 164-173. These appear to be the "original", the Arabic, and the Sanskrit. 
359 Crawfurd, 1820, V. ii, pp. 78-79: "Any of the more improved languages of the Archipelago, may be 
resolved into the seven following component parts: I. The primitive language of the rude horde with which 
the tribe originated, which may be looked upon as the radical portion of the language. 2. The Great 
Polynesian language, a language which extends its influence from Madagascar to New Guinea and the 
South Seas .... ". Marsden reprinted the paragraph up to point 5. (1834a, p. 13) 
360 Where Marsden followed the genealogical "family tree" or "stem and branch" model, Crawfurd's was 
like a river system, with many streams, separately originated, forming tributaries and then joining the main 
(Polynesian) artery; See Crawfurd, V. ii, p. 79: "In the infancy of societv ... men are broken into small 
communities, numerous in proportion to their barbarism, and, as they improve, tribes and hordes become 
nations ... Languages follow the same progress. In the savage state they are great in number - in improved 
societies few". He based this on the negritos of the Peninsula and the New Guinea region and the American 
Indians (as the most primitive peoples). Marsden, I 834a, p. 13, said that to attempt to describe this 
argument which was "drawn from a confusion of things that ought to be entirely distinct, would be merely 
captious". 
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language of the Archipelago itself".361 He suggested that each Archipelago language 
"borrowed" words from Polynesian which had made "incursions" into the native 
languages.362 Marsden offered the following rebuttal of Leyden's and Crawfurd's cases 
concerning a language antedating Polynesian: 
the existence of such an influential nation - of one whose more cultivated 
language modified, and in some degree superseded those belonging to the several 
islands, is imaginary only - that the language supposed to have been propagated 
through the influence of "domination and conquest, or of great admixture'', 363 !§ 
no other than the proper original tongue of the earliest light-complexioned 
population. 364 
This separation was marked in a literal sense by Marsden's designation of the 
Archipelago west of New Guinea as Hither Polynesia, which he further divided into 
"Malayan" (i.e. the Malay language) and Polynesian. His discussion ofMinangkabau and 
Korinchi came under the heading of Malayan. 
Malay and Minangkabau 
Perhaps one cause of the comparative neglect of Marsden's work on (eighteenth century) 
Malays has been the propensity to assume (nineteenth-century) differences detected 
between Malay and Minangkabau cultures and languages also existed in the eighteenth 
century. According to Marsden, the Malay language spoken in the coastal (rantau) areas 
was the same as that used in the uplands of the interior or Minangkabau,365 and both were 
361 Crawfurd, 1820, Y. ii, pp. 86-78, argued on the basis of applying 4 tests " to ascertain the primitive 
stock ofa word ... Tried by these tests, the language of Java comes the nearest to the pure source of the 
Great Polynesian language, and thence arises the presumption, that Java was the country of the nation who 
spoke it". 
362 Crawfurd, 1820, V. ii, p. 45: "The incursions of the great Polynesian language are very extensive, and 
have evidently displaced many primitive words which must have existed in the language of the rudest 
savage, such, for example, as the words sky, moon, mountain, white, black, hand, eye, &c.," rather than, as 
Marsden argued, the Polynesian being an "original" language that had diversified. 
363 Crawfurd, 1820, V. ii, pp. 84-85: "the existence of a class of words of this description (namely, such 
as are ordinary and familiar) will hardly be explained by any influence short of domination and conquest, 
or of great admixture; ... As questions of deep and curious interest, what was the nation whose language 
produced so strange and extensive an influence, - where its country, - what its state of society, - and what 
its name and history?" 
364 Marsden, 1834a, p. 15. 
365 Marsden, (l 812b) 1984, p. vi: "This kingdom of Menangkabau is entirely peopled with Malays, the 
language spoken there is Malayan only, and no tradition exists of the country having ever been inhabited 
by any other race". 
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introduced from Melaka.366 Marsden, given his opportunities and interest, would not 
have failed to collect specimens of a Minangkabau language if one could have been 
identified. Had it been in use among the Minangkabau traders he met, or in Moco Moco, 
he would have learned of it, suggesting that in the 1770s the Malay and Minangkabau 
languages were still virtually, if not completely, indistinguishable. Although Leyden had 
claimed to have found a Minangkabau language in 1805, there were good reasons to 
doubt his evidence.367 Raffles helped further the philology of Sumatran languages when 
he organised the Baptist Mission Press at Bengkulu.368 He founded Malayan 
Miscellanies, published 1820 and 1822. The first published comparison of Malay and 
Minangkabau vocabularies accompanied Raffles' 369 publication of Undang Undang 
Maco Maco in Jawi and in translation in 1822.370 Raffles noted that this text preserved 
vestiges from pre-Islamic times371 and appeared to believe that Minangkabau was an old 
language pre-dating Malay.372 
Marsden had collected a Malay text in Moco Moco in the 1770s.373 This together with 
extant examples of pre-1800 Minangkabau Sultans' letters, including those he published 
366 Schedule of legal penalties for Anak Sungai. See copy in Appendix IV. This document is further 
discussed in Chapters III and IV. 
367 Leyden, I 808, p. I 65: "The Menangkabow race . . . speak a dialect of Malayu, which differs 
considerably from that of the peninsula; but which seems, as far as I can judge, to coincide in many 
respects with the Jawa or Javanese language. The race have probably derived their origin from Lanka 
pura in Java. The Malayu dialect of Riyow and Linga seems to be mixed with Javanese, as are those of the 
Malay states of the island of Java.". 
368 Of which he was Superintendent, Wurtzburgh, 1950, p. 136. Wurtzburgh gives a list of contents for 
the two volumes, pp. 139-141. 
369 Wurtzburgh, 1959, p. 137, concerning the Malay Miscellanies noted Raffles "writes to Marsden on 8 
September 1823, ' ... my object is rather to excite others than to come forward myself .. . I allow nothing to 
appear as direct from myself." I have therefore assumed that the two Minangkabau items were written and 
edited by Raffles. Since Marsden was to be critical of the comparative vocabulary, he would have 
preferred to have preserved his great friend's anonymity. 
370 Drakard, (1999, p. 264) has referred to the significance of Minangkabau letters in their "pre-literate 
society" but equa lly certain oral "texts" appear to have had special signification in oral form of which the 
Undang and the Anak Sungai schedule (in Appendix IV) appear to be examples. 
371 Raffles, 1822, p. 2: "The original stories and traditions of Malays have almost all been disfigured in 
later times by the interpolation of shreds of Mohammedan fable". European attitudes to Islam discussed in 
Chapter I will be further discussed in Chapter IV. 
372 Raffles, 1822, p. 2: "[The Un dang is] a curious and original piece of traditionary literature. It contains 
many words belonging to the dialect ofMenangkarbau, and which are unknown to the modem Malay". 
373 As noted in the Introduction, his brother John had held the post of Resident at Moco Moco. 
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in History of Sumatra, would have inclined him to doubt Raffles' account.374 Comparing 
Marsden's Anak Sungai text with Undang Undang Moco Moco yields strong evidence of 
linguistic change over the forty years that intervened between their transcriptions.375 Of 
words that co-occur, the older Anak Sungai text has the Malay form.376 Leyden's 
comments on the Minangkabau language suggest that change was already well advanced 
in 1805. 377 Marsden had access to Malayan Miscellanies in 1834, but chose not to add 
Minangkabau to his language lists.378 He concluded that the examples represented "the 
dialect of an uncivilised district within the ancient jurisdiction of Menangkabau".379 
Although Marsden rejected opportunities to revise his assessment of the Minangkabau 
people and language,380 he wrote that spoken Korinchi was virtually indistinguishable 
from Malayan; its script, however, was "like other Sumatran writings, derived from the 
374 Others have been located by Drakard, who states they have an "unexpected 'Malay' flavour", Drakard, 
1999, p. 261: "The accounts of origins given in surat cap, the style and language of these letters and much 
of the vocabulary associated with the Minangkabau court in the [seventeenth and eighteenth centuries] can 
be read in a Malay cultural context, in the broadest sense, as much as the distinctively Minangkabau frame. 
This raises interesting questions ... on the age, origins and cultural identity manifested in later, nineteenth 
century texts which articulate a 'Minangkabau' view of the world". 
375 Raffles, 1822, p. 1, Singa Maharajah of Munjota, an old Mantri of Moco Moco, recited Un dang 
Undang Moco Moco for transcription. He was described as: "the oldest of the mantris ofMoco Moco, and 
almost the only person now living who is able to recite the whole", which suggests that it had lapsed as far 
as practical application was concerned. Referring to the Undang he "was particularly solicitous that in 
writing it down no word should be altered even where the sense appeared obscure and to require 
emendation, for such he said were the words of his fore-fathers, and it did not become their children to add 
or take away from them". Although the Undang Undang Moco Maco is claimed by the informant to 
preserve traditional language, this probably refers to names, titles, honorifics etc., rather than general 
expression and vocabulary. 
376 The word nun is an example, but Leyden, 1808, p. 246, in a short comparative list of T'hay and Malay 
words gives nunn as the T'hay for the Malay inun. 
377 Leyden, 1808, p. 165: The Menangkabow race ... speak a dialect of Malayu, which differs 
considerably from the peninsula; but which seems, as far as I can judge, to coincide in many respects with 
the Jawa or Javanese language. The race have probably derived their origin ... in Java". 
378 Marsden, I 834a, p . 17: "Of forty-six words composing this vocabulary, twelve only can be recognised 
as Malayan, and some of these with difficulty, from their harsh pronunciation (as oghang for orang man, 
and ayagh for ayer water), and in some instances from comparison being destroyed by the substitution of 
one synonymous term for another (as agah for kira to estimate, unjuk to reach out, for kasih to give or 
present, and andei-andei for kata-kata talk or chat). At the same time it is evident, from the writers own 
expression, that his object was to find differences, by a particular selection of words, rather than to 
ascertain tbe resemblance that might appear from a fair comparison". Numerical expressions are 
conspicuous by their absence. 
379 Marsden, 1834a, p. 17. In which case, in view of Raffles' impression that Minangkabau was an old 
form of the language, Marsden may have regarded it as belonging to the "pre Islamic" form of Malay. 
380 Raffles, 1830, p. 429, offered Marsden his Minangkabau material for a possible 4th edition, but, as 
discussed in Chapter IV, Marsden apparently felt no need to expand or modify his extant observations. 
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nagri of the Indian continent". Marsden conjectured that this script was the form Malays 
used before conversion. 381 
Having completed his discussion of the Malayan, the "most improved" language, he 
turned to Javanese, the "most highly cultivated" of the Polynesian languages.382 Leyden 
and Crawford argued that Javanese383 was at the same time the most ancient and the most 
improved language, to which Marsden responded: 
An attempt to ascertain which of the Polynesian dialects should be considered as 
the parent stock, from whence the others branched out (a pre-eminence that some 
have been inclined to claim for Java) must prove I apprehend, as fruitless as 
would be that of determining which of the Teutonic dialects gave birth to the 
others.384 
He also noted that Javanese was little known "beyond the limits of its own 
dependencies", whereas "next to the Malayan in extensive use ... are the dialects 
prevailing in the large island by Europeans called Celebes [Sulawesi]".385 
Wild tribes 
The presence of negrito groups scattered throughout the region led to presumptions of 
their aboriginality.386 Negritos were allocated little more than a few footnotes387 or an 
381 Marsden, I 834a, p. 18. 
382 Marsden, 18834a, p. 21. 
383 Despite 1621 recommendations for Dutch missionaries "to be trained in Portuguese, Chinese, Malay 
and Javanese" in the 17th and 18th centuries the Dutch in effect promoted the Malay language. Although 
Javanese language training for Dutch officials was initiated in 181 1, it was not pursued effectively until the 
1870s. See Hoffman, 1976, pp. 75 ff, I 07-118. See also Fasseur, 1992, pp. 249 ff, on failed attempts in the 
1840s to introduce Javanese language training in Holland and the Indies. Until the British invasion of Java 
in 1811, the major source of knowledge of Java for the British was through accounts of Dutch VOC 
voyages and British traders. Before Raffles' History of Java there was little reliable anthropological data. 
Blumenbach ( 1795) 1865, p. 246, cited Hawkesworth on Javanese. In 1834 Marsden referred to Raffles' 
and Crawfurd's as the definitive renderings of the script. 
384 Marsden, I 834a, p. 4-5. 
385 Marsden, 1834a, p. 44. 
386 J.R. Forster, (1778) 1996, p. 187, for example, appears to have assumed that all interior peoples of the 
Archipelago were negritos. 
387 Marsden, 1783, footnote, p. 35. As in the following from the History a/Sumatra: [concerning 
negritos]: In the course of my enquiries amongst the natives, concerning the aborigines of the island, I have 
been informed of two different species of people dispersed in the woods, and avoiding all communication 
with the other inhabitants. These they call Orang Cooboo, and Orang Googoo. The fonner are said to be 
pretty numerous, especially in that part of the country which lies between Palembang and Jambee. Some 
have at times been caught and kept as slaves in Laboon, and a man of that place is now married to a 
tolerably handsome Cooboo girl, who was carried off by a party that discovered their huts. They have a 
language quite peculiar to themselves, and they eat promiscuously whatever the woods afford, as deer, 
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aside in Marsden's History of Sumatra but, as already mentioned, were specifically 
distinguished from the Polynesians in his Malayan Grammar. They figured much more 
prominently in his 1834 comparative vocabulary work which brought forward a theme 
that was to become an important "scientific" focus for nineteenth century scholars 
working in the Peninsula (discussed in Chapter V). Marsden went some way towards 
defining divisions between the [Malayo-]Polynesian peoples and negritos (and other 
aboriginal peoples) of the Archipelago and the Melanesian and Micronesian peoples of 
the Pacific.388 There were now British interests in the Malay Peninsula, New Holland and 
the Pacific. "Wild tribes" were not only better known but of greater interest, but detailed 
knowledge of the Cook voyages that could be assumed in the "Remarks" audience 
needed to be supplied in 1834. He suggested "negritos" were possibly "more 
indigenous" than the lighter skinned peoples and inhabited 
not only New Holland or Australia, and the group of New Guinea, but also 
several islands both in the Hither and Further division, and even the interior of 
the Malayan peninsula. 389 
When discussing the "negrito" of the Pacific he further specified "the natives of New 
Guinea, New Britain, New Ireland, La Louisiade, and other neighbouring lands that are 
still imperfectly surveyed or defined."390 Among the northern islands he identified a part-
negrito sub-group.391 Inhabitants of the Nico bars and the Andamans in the Indian Ocean 
were also classed as "negrito".392 
elephant, rhinoceros, wild hog, snakes or monkeys. The Googoo are much scarcer than these, differing in 
little but the use of speech, from the Orang Outan of Borneo; their bodies being covered with long hair. 
{There have not been above two or three instances of their being met with by the people of Laboon, (from 
whom my information is derived), and one of these was entrapped many years ago, in much the same 
manner as the carpenter in Pilpay's Fables caught the monkey. He had children by a Laboon woman, 
which also were more hairy than the common race; but the third generation are not to be distinguished 
from others. The reader will bestow what measure of faith he thinks due, on this relation, the veracity of 
which I do not pretend to vouch for. It has probably some foundation in truth, but is exaggerated in the 
circwnstance.} Section in Brackets was omitted from the 1811 History. See also 1783, p. 326 footnote 
quoted in footnote below. 
388 Negrito peoples were to be separated from other "savages" (such as the part-negrito Malay tribes) and 
to be known in Malay studies as "the wild tribes". They were to become a major object of study for 
anthropologists from the mid-nineteenth century. 
389 Marsden, l 834a, pp. 3-4. 
390 Marsden, l 834a, p. 64. A listing that includes much of Micronesia. 
391 Marsden, I 834a, p. 64: "In the northern part, we perceive many instances of a corrupt Polynesian 
engrafted on the native stock." 
392 Marsden, 1834a, pp. 75-76. Although, as noted in Chapter I, culturally there were many similarities 
with the Polynesians. 
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Although Leyden would have been attracted to Malays because of their associations with 
"borderers and wild tribes", his main achievement lay in maintaining a focus on the 
"wild tribes".393 Some obscurities in Leyden's arguments noted by Marsden394 can be 
attributed to lack of a term for the non-negrito Archipelago languages and peoples; more 
fundamental points were contentious. In 1808, Leyden seems to have believed that the 
Polynesian language in the Archipelago had mixed "in different proportions with the 
native languages of the aboriginal races"395 which may explain why the "Preliminary 
Observations" to his Comparative Vocabulary of the Barma, Malayu and T'hai [sic] 
(1810), better described as a multilingual dictionary,396 is largely devoted to the issue of 
"wild tribes" . Leyden included an extensive desiderata list of languages still needed for 
the series397 which was intended to cover "languages of the Indo-China nations, and of 
the tribes of the Eastern Isles.398 His emphasis on the urgency of collecting languages of 
the region is as significant as his blanket classification of "tribes". He wanted to uncover 
the primitive origins of "those languages which have received a considerable degree of 
cultivation"399 as well as collecting data on the pre-literate: 
393 To paraphrase Hooker, (1821) 2001, p.15: "Leyden, it is clear, had left Scotland with the ambition to 
study the [primitive or "original"] East as he had studied the [primitive or "original"] West". His 
terminology and standpoint perpetuate Jones' view of"insular Asia" rather than Marsden's. 
394 Marsden, 1834a, p. 12. 
395 Leyden, 1808, p. 163: "[Malay] ... has branched out into almost as many dialects as states, by mixing 
in different proportions with the native languages of the aboriginal races. This is the circumstance which 
renders the investigation of the origin and relations of the Malayu language a matter of difficulty, as it 
becomes necessary to examine the history of the nation, as well as the structure and composition of the 
language itself'. To which Marsden (1834a, p. 10) rejoined "The Malayan, on the contrary, is the more 
remarkable for its uniformity, under all circumstances of place .... The diversity belongs to the 
Polynesian". In fairness to Leyden it should be noted that Leyden was writing before Marsden had co-
opted the word Polynesian for the general language family. 
396 It comprises sets of vocabulary divided into 32 subject groups ranging over "Of God, nature, elements, 
&c, ... Of government, Of religion &c, Of weights and measures, ... " 
397 Leyden, 1810, p. [iii]. It was being published by the Indian Government in response to a request by the 
Fort William College. 
398 Leyden, 1810, p. [iii]. Two other series had been published: for "Persic and Hindustani" and "Sanscrit 
and Bengali". The "Burma, Malay and Thai" series was planned as the first in a series for "the Indo-
Chinese nations, and of the tribes which inhabit the Eastern isles". 
399 Leyden, 1808, p. viii. [because of the Malay lingua franca other languages have been neglected and] 
"no progress has been made in their collection as excellent opportunities are almost daily lost, which 
would not have been neglected, had they been deemed of importance". As noted in a footnote above 
Leyden laid out the template for the ambitious and voluminous vocabulary lists included in volume 2 of 
Raffles History of Java which in some measure sought to fill the hiatus he had identified. 
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The language, religious habits, and opinions of the rude people scattered across 
the eastern isles and denominated Alfoers or Harafuras, it is necessary in a 
particular manner to bring to the public attention.400 
The languages "of a great variety of mountaineer tribes" included many from the Indo-
Chinese and Malay Peninsulas,401 languages of the eastern and western Archipelago 
including: 
a desiderata [of] ... no common magnitude remains which relates to the Papuas 
or oriental negroes.402 
Leyden gave guidance to prospective compilers of similar vocabularies. He requested 
religious terms in the widest sense that included daemons, sorcery, divination and 
especially "the mythological opinions of the Eastern Islanders and mountain tribes of the 
continent"403 as well as for the most mundane vocabulary.404 His objects, more historical 
than linguistic, prefigured an emerging interest in folklore, discussed in Chapter V. 
The major changes to Marsden's theory in 1834 were exclusion of part-negrito languages 
from the "Polynesian" classification and introduction of the concept of an "ambiguous or 
intermediate" region. This ambiguous area stretched west from New Guinea through 
Timor, Roti and Savu as far as Flores and Ende in one direction and to the Spice Islands 
of Temate and Tidor in another, south-east from New Guinea to the Fiji Islands, and 
south from New Guinea to Australia. Marsden indicated that excluding part-negrito from 
the general language family was an arbitrary decision (perhaps a concession to changing 
opinions on race). Marsden acknowledged negrito-Malay and negrito-Polynesian 
languages were related but not "base links of the Polynesian chain".405 Marsden may 
400 Leyden, 1810, p. v: " It will be desirable to have ... both the more ancient, and the more modem, the 
more learned, and the more vulgar names [i.e. terms]". 
401 Leyden, 1810, p. viii, including for Sumatra, "the Batta, the Lampung, the A chi, the Menangkabow 
and also those ofNias, Pogy, and Nicobar Islands"; for the Malay Peninsula: "specimens of the Rembau 
language ... are desiderated, also the languages of the Jokong, Samang, Daya, Bila and other negro tribes 
of the interior ... generally termed orang benua." 
402 Leyden, 1810, p. vii. Raffles would have been the source of the list of Peninsular "wild tribes" whose 
languages formed part of Leyden's desiderata. 
403 Leyden, I 810, p. vi. 
404 Leyden, 1810, p. v: "In collecting Vocabularies, the original purpose of this compilation will be best 
answered, by preferring on all occasions and in almost every language, the native term, though it may 
happen to be vulgar, to a more polite term, if it happens to be of foreign origin, for by these means the 
series of vocabularies will best tend to illustrate the history of the Eastern tribes". 
405 Marsden, 1834a, p. 49. More extensive quote previously given in footnote. 
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have been concerned, for political reasons, to distinguish Islamic Malay nations from 
pagan Polynesian (discussed in Chapters IV and V), but his redefinition was linguistic, 
based on results of extensive research and new evidence. In the 1780s the balance of 
evidence favoured including part-negrito406 in the general language family. Evidence 
suggests he later discovered how to identify part-negrito languages. The occurrence of 
apocope and synonyms in radicals separated part-negrito languages from "pure" 
Polynesian.407 In discussing which languages belonged to each sub-group he emphasised 
the importance of both physical characteristics of the tribe and language affinities.408 
Where linguistic data was not conclusive, as in the case of part-negrito tribes, he paid 
closer attention to physical descriptions. 
The Savu and Mangeraye (or Ende) languages, listed in Table I in 1780, were in 1834 
classified as part-negrito. Of the "wild tribes" of the Peninsula Marsden wrote: 
we may conclude them to be (like the Battas and Rejangs) the Polynesian 
inhabitants of the country, who at the period of invasion by the Malavs from 
Sumatra, were driven from the vicinity of the sea-coast: or may themselves 
have been earlier settlers from the same island.409 
The Andamanese and Nicobarese were excluded, and the latter despite their 
"Polynesian" physical characteristics were classed with "negritos" on linguistic 
grounds.4 10 Marsden defined Further Polynesia as beginning with the Solomon Islands 
406 By the 1840s the terms Melanesian and Micronesian had been introduced. Melanesian was used by J. 
S. Dumont d'Urville (c.1832); Micronesian by J. C. Prichard (1847) (OED Online 2003). lt is possible 
Marsden had seen d'Urville's 1832 article "Surles lies du grand Ocean" in Bulletin Societe de la 
Geographie, V. 17, before "Polynesia" was completed. Thomas, 1996, note 6, p. xx.viii, (given on p. 403). 
407 Marsden, 1834a, pp. 69-70. 
408 Marsden, l 834a, p. 4: "Their numerous languages, varying, as it would seem, with every tribe, bear no 
radical affinity whatever to that of the lighter complexioned or Polynesian race; although it will be seen 
hereafter that many words of the latter have found their way into the languages of the black population - a 
natural consequence of plundering expeditions and the carrying off, by the Negritos, of females from the 
coasts of neighbouring islands; but which practice is not so likely to be reciprocal". 
409 Marsden, l 834a, p. 16. 
410 Marsden, 1834a, p. 75. 
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and extending eastward to Easter Island (Rapanui).411 The western Pacific islands were 
excepted.412 Their languages were described as 
although locally intermingled with Polynesian ... appear[ing] to have a different 
origin, and are spoken by a race or races of people physically distinct.413 
Despite scanty evidence, he tentatively distinguished two separate western Pacific part-
negrito sub-groups, one of which, comprising Malicolo, Tanna and New Caledonia, 
appears comparable to Melanesia414 and the other, Eromanga, possibly to Micronesia.415 
The account of Cook's second voyage which had been Marsden's principal source for 
"Remarks" Table II languages also provided his physical descriptions. Marsden had 
included Tanna, Malicolo and New Caledonian words in Table II. Eromanga, the next 
island in the group, he had excluded.416 "These superior people" of Tanna he described as 
"a mixed breed" and concluded in agreement with Mr Bennett, a missionary informant, 
that they were "between the Papuan and Asiatic races". The language of New Caledonia, 
although essentially negrito, contained "some few traces of Polynesian".417 
Madagascar was the crux of his theory418 and he gave its vocabulary an enormous weight 
in his hypothesis.41 9 Madagash speakers were believed to be negrito or part-negrito,420 yet 
the "Malay" or Polynesian character of the language was so pronounced that Marsden 
411 Marsden, 1834a, pp. 50-61. He included the Solomon, the Friendly [Tonga], Society, Marquesas, New 
Zealand and Easter islands in this group. 
412 Marsden, i 834a, pp. 61-67. They included the ambiguous languages ofFiji, New Hebrides, the 
Mariannes or Ladrones and the New Guinea islands off the north- west coast; also the essentially negrito 
New Caledonia and Palau (a native of which he had met in London). 
413 Marsden, 1834a, p. 61. 
414 Melanesia comprises: Bismarck Archipelago, northeast of New Guinea, the Louisiade, Solomon, Santa 
Cruz, New Hebrides and Loyalty islands, New Caledonia, Fiji and intervening groups. 
415 Micronesia, to the west of Polynesia, comprises the Mariana, Caroline, Marshall and Gilbert island 
groups and Nauru. 
416 Marsden, 1834a, p. 62. Marsden noted that the language and the physical description of the 
Erromanga people indicate they are "equally unconnected with the Polynesian and with others of the 
negrito class in [their] immediate vicinity" 
411 Marsden, J 834a, p. 64. 
418 Perhaps Marsden was encouraged by the impetuousness of youth. According to Marre, c.1899, p. 5, 
the Dutchman Reland had indicated a connection many years before Marsden but: "II n'avait tire aucune 
conclusion, et longtemps !'Europe resta encore dans une ignorance a peu pres complete". Cf. Crawfurd, 
1820, V. ii, p. 8 I who also notes that Reland "draws no important or interesting conclusion from this 
singular fact". Presumably Adrian Reland, 1706-08, Dissertationum Miscellanearum, Trajecti ad Rhinum. 
419 Even after the turn of the century relatively little was known of the two races of Madagascar. 
Lawrence, (J 819)1996, p. 90, who had translated Blumenbach's: A Short System of Comparative Anatomy 
in 1807 described them, p. 114, as: "one of olive colour with dark hair; the other true Negroes". 
420 Marsden, 1834a, p. 78. Marsden wrote in 1834 that the "native inhabitants [of Madagascar] are of a 
description so ambiguous" that they might be more appropriately classed as Negrito than Polynesian. 
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was never to waver in his conviction that Madagash was a Polynesian language. 
Although Marsden dismissed Kaempfer' s theory on a migrant source for the 
Madagascan people421 the French scholar, Aristide Marre, pursued this line in a paper 
published in 1899 on linguistic evidence of a pre-Hindu immigration of Malays from the 
Archipelago to Madagascar.422 Despite some data on Madagascan peoples and their 
customs that tended to provide corroboration,423 Marsden needed to go no further than 
the available linguistic data424 because: 
the strong similarity of language outweighed the consideration of physical 
qualities, and determined me to rank theirs [the Madagascan's] among the 
Polynesian dialects, and more particularly in connection with the Nias and 
others of the Sumatran coast, as the nearest to it in point of distance and of 
verbal affinities.425 
421 Marsden, 1834a, p. 78: "Attempts have been made to establish the belief that in former times the 
navigations of the Malays extended not only to all the coasts of Asia, but even to those of Africa, 
particularly to the great island of Madagascar; for which the authority of Kaempfer and other celebrated 
names has been adduced. That such may have been their commercial adventures cannot be questioned, but 
nothing like original, native authority for the fact has yet been discovered". 
422 Marre, 1899, p. 11: "la Jangue des immigrants de race Malayo-Javannnaise dans !'lie de Madagascar 
etait restee en dehors des atteintes du proselytisme religieux de l'lnde, et que dans son vocabulaire natif Jes 
termes sanscrits n' avaient point encore fait irruption a l' epoque ou cette immigration eut lieu." See also 
Adelaar, 1995, pp. 76-77. 
423 Hamilton, 1727, V. i, p. 18: " I have heard it reported by some who had frequented Madagascar for 
trade, that the Natives that live far from the Sea, are of tawny Complexion, and have long hair on their 
heads, whereas those that are born near the Sea, are very black, and their hair like lamb-wooll [sic]". A 
Co//ection of Voyages, 1703, p. 104: "They [the male natives] were very well shaped, though they had 
nothing about their Body but a little Fillet to cover the Middle: Their hair was long and black, and curled 
in three Tresses; and they had in their Ears little Bones, and pieces of Wood about an Inch thick, and were 
also Circumcised". Elsewhere they were described as "black". A Co//ection of Voyages, 1703, p. 115: 
"and the Women have piece of the same Cloth [sic] upon their Breasts, which hangs down to their Feet. 
They have great Holes in the Lobes of their Ears, in which they hang little Bits of Wood: and they wear 
Brass and Pewter Bracelets". 
424 Marsden included three vocabulary lists for "Madagascar, or Madagash" in On the Polynesian ... 
Languages. Marsden, l 834a, pp. 91, 92: a) his own compilation, b) Fr Cauche 1638, and Flacourt 1658, c) 
F. de Houtman, 1604. The first two lists (p. 9 l) come directly after 2 lists for Nias; the third list (p. 92) 
came before two lists for Hottentot followed by two lists for Batta. Thus the dissimilarity with the African 
language and the similarity to the Sumatran languages are very clearly demonstrated. 
425 Cook, 1784, p. lxxi. The footnote to the introduction to Cook's third Voyage offered perfect 
justification for treating the Madagascans as "Polynesians" : "That the Malayans have not only frequented 
Madagascar, but have also been the progenitors of some of the present race of inhabitants there, is 
confirmed to us by the testimony of Monsieur de Pages, who visited that island so late as 1774. "Ils m'ont 
paru provenir des diverses Races; Jeur couleur, leur cheveux, et leur corps l' indiquent. Ceux queje n 'ai pas 
cru originaires des anciens naturels du pays, sont petits et trapus; ils ont les cheveux presque unis, et sont 
olivatres comme /es Ma/ayes, avec qui ifs ont, en general, une espece de ressemblance." Voyages des M. 
de Pages, T. ii, p. 90". Marsden had collected his vocabulary from Madagascan Caffee slaves in Sumatra. 
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He was confident the linguistic evidence was absolutely conclusive and sufficient to 
outweigh any contrary physical evidence.426 Marsden's position on Madagascar, a result 
of his rigorous application of linguistic principles, sound selection of terms and 
knowledge of sound shifts, has held up over time. 
Conclusion 
This chapter examined Marsden's work in comparative philology from the "Remarks" 
paper published in 1782 until his final 1834 restatement in which he refuted criticisms 
made by his British colleagues and explicated his theories with greater precision. 
Marsden's identification of the Malayo-Polynesian language family and his "Tartar" 
hypothesis were to remain central to Marsden's own scholarship and to general 
scholarship on the Malay studied and on the wider region "from Madagascar to Easter 
Island". I have argued that Marsden gave considerable prominence in the "Remarks" 
paper to the issue of "civilisation" and the converse, both in the text and in the two 
tables. Besides in the arrangement of the tables, which have been analysed in some 
detail, notions of civilisation were invoked implicitly for the Malays and quite overtly for 
the other Sumatrans through the discussion of scripts. The division between the 
"primitive" and non-literate and the "civilised" was to be reinforced in the History. One 
commonplace of Enlightenment culture was that all humankind was descended from a 
single tribe, but at the same time, society was permeated by, and, indeed, functioned 
through systems of class, cultural, and racial, hierarchy. 
Both his proven Malayo-Polynesian thesis and his "Tartar" hypothesis underpinned all 
his further work on the region. In arriving at his Malaya-Polynesian thesis Marsden set 
aside current wisdom on bonds between nation and language and privileged linguistic 
over physical data. Nevertheless, as discussed in Chapters ill and IV, physical 
characteristics acquired new significance. Mentions of Marsden in the account of Cook's 
426 Descriptions of"Malays" in older travel accounts were suspect because they failed to discriminate 
between "pure" Malays and part "Malays". He would therefore have grounds to doubt accounts of the 
existence of a "Malay" tribe in Madagascar. 
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Third Voyage and the work of the anthropologist Blumenbach were tangible evidence of 
the influential nature of Marsden's linguistic theories examined in this chapter. Yet 
Marsden's work on the Malays, especially as interpreted by Blumenbach in 1795, 
brought new racial dimensions to concepts of difference. Asian comparative philology 
achieved early academic recognition in Continental Europe where, as discussed in 
Chapter V, Marsden's work on his comprehensive comparison of languages as well as 
his Malayo-Polynesian theories and ''Tartar" hypothesis were especially influential. The 
British tended to focus more on the part-negrito and negrito or "wild tribes". British 
philological research on the history of language later went into abeyance in Malay 
studies. Nevertheless Marsden's methods blazed the trail for British scholarship in the 
Peninsula until the 1890s and this field was chosen by some notable administrator-
scholars. 
The most pervasive and fundamental of Marsden' s messages in the "Remarks" paper 
concerned eighteenth century concepts of hierarchy or the ranking of the tribes and 
nations. Marsden had assumed that it was self evident from the tables that Malay was the 
most "improved" language. He had failed either to emphasise that it was also the most 
recent offshoot of the mainstream language or to give a specific name to the "general 
language family". Nevertheless many contemporaries assumed that because Malay was 
the most prestigious of the dialects it was also the original. Marsden's "Remarks" paper 
thus appeared to challenge the reputation of the Malay nation as the premier civilisation 
of the region. As a corollary, the "savage" Pacific connection was always to compromise 
claims that the Malays had attained a high level of civilization. How Marsden began to 
deal with these issues is the subject of the next two chapters where I have also argued 
that Marsden's 1783 History was written to complement and support his "Remarks" 
paper contentions. 
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Chapter III: 
An eighteenth-century scholar at work: crafting The History of Sumatra. 
"The distance between a savage and a social state is immense; but from the infancy of 
society to a flourishing state of commerce, these are but a few steps to make. Time, as 
its improves the strength, makes the interval appear the less". Raynal, 1777, V. iv, p. 8. 
The History of Sumatra is a foundation text for British scholarship on the Malay world. 
It provides the context within which many succeeding scholars have viewed the Malay 
Lands. The next two chapters focus on the 1783 History in the context of late eighteenth-
century relativist or comparative discourse. 1 This chapter examines Marsden's narrative 
strategy as an extension of his "Remarks" paper including the emphasis on questions of 
civilisation. Chapter IV reconstructs Marsden' s ideas on Sumatran origins and compares 
his perceptions of Malay "identity" with a Malay view. As already discussed, many 
stereotypical views and Western values current today originated in eighteenth-century 
"rationalist" philosophies. This chapter identifies and analyses some of the principal 
eighteenth-century features necessary to an understanding of the 1783 text. It discusses 
the sources of Marsden' s data as well as his response to the eighteenth-:-century 
intellectual milieu and its philosophies, including ideas of the savage and the organic 
nature of society. I argue that the History is a social history and examines Marsden's 
assessment of the contribution that physical and moral causes made to "national 
character" and the "measures of civilisation" he thought pertinent to the ranking of 
nations2 and why such value judgements were so significant in the eighteenth century. 
1 Macey, 2001, p. 184: "In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries ... (German scholars began] 
to look at national languages and nations themselves as particular expressions of human existence and 
introduce a new sense of relativism into linguistic and historical studies." Other scholars perceive 
relativism at work from the mid-sixteenth century in "skeptics from Montaigne to Bayle" as well as 
Montesquieu. See Carrithers [sic], 1977, pp. 34-40. Buffon, (1749) 1866, V. i, p. 205, wrote in the opening 
paragraphs of his section "The Natural History of Man": "All our knowledge is ultimately derived from 
comparison. What is absolutely incomparable must be incomprehensible". 
2 The evolution of the use of the tenn "nation" was discussed in Chapter I of this thesis. A list of 
Marsden's uses of"nation" is given in Appendix IX. 
The eighteenth-century History of Sumatra 
The two versions of Marsden's History being discussed in the next two chapters are the 
1783 History and the 1811 History. While the 1783 History, like the "Remarks" paper, 
was addressed primarily to a scholarly audience with a good knowledge of the Pacific 
voyages Marsden also wrote for the social, political and commercial elites of London.3 
The 1784 edition ofMarsden's History, although called a second edition, was, as 
explained in the Introduction, virtually a reprint of the 1783 edition, whereas the third 
edition of 1811 was augmented and revised. As discussed in Chapter II, in the 1783 
History Marsden's aim was to provide supporting evidence for his theory on the 
extensive longitudinal spread of Malayo-Polynesian speakers the basic elements of 
whose shared culture differed radically from that of negritos. After 1795 this was no 
longer an issue. The 1811 History was intended primarily for East India Company men, 
merchants and planters and the general reader. These differences in orientation are 
symbolised in the different maps included in each edition. The principal aim of the 1783 
map was to complement the "Remarks" paper by indicating areas occupied by each 
Sumatran nation (and where the island of Ni as was located). In the 1811 map, this 
sociological information was submerged in a wealth of geographical detail, much of 
which had been available in 1783, but omitted. 
Since Marsden's philological theories were both well known and well accepted by 
fellow philologists, it was no longer necessary in the 1811 History to organise the 
narrative to reflect the linguistic hierarchy of Table I in the "Remarks" paper. Marsden 
had always intended to produce a third edition,4 but the practical value of the work had 
been highlighted during Marsden's period of office at the Admiralty.5 In the 1811 
History, the scholarly apparatus was largely removed, which in the case of the "measures 
3 Potential purchasers of the book would include The East India Company and its employees, as well as 
the intellectual and social (therefore political) elites of London. 
4 Marsden, 183 8, footnote p. 69 (quoted in the Introduction) refers to Marsden working on a new edition 
in January I 788. 
5 Marsden, 1838, footnote p. 106. His wife recalled that when Marsden was negotiating, in the year 1800, 
with a ship's captain from Amboyna for some rope Marsden told the captain "if he wished for further 
information on the subject, he must consult 'Marsden's History of Sumatra'". 
216 
of civilisation" discussed below has rendered his meaning opaque to later readers. Many 
readers of the 1811 History would be students or graduates of the East India Company's 
administrative training college at Haileybury; consequently the 1811 History gave 
greater emphasis to utilitarian and administrative aspects than the earlier History. The 
1783 History' s privileging of the native point of view was blurred in the later edition by 
the preponderance of European evidence formerly restricted to footnotes. Added 
chapters distorted the original structure, which had given a finely balanced exposition of 
the eighteenth-century concept of "national character" constructed to support his theses. 
Marsden also re-organised the presentation of data to reflect its more "encyclopaedic" 
intentions.6 The extended title, which had more accurately reflected the priorities of the 
1783 History, remained the same. "The Native Inhabitants" which (except for the main 
title) was in the largest type size on the page ranked before "the natural productions" and 
the "ancient political state of the island".7 In this chapter and the following one the 
discussion concentrates on the text of the 1783 History. Comparisons with the 1811 
History are restricted to the footnotes. 
Marsden located his 1783 History within existing European scholarly discourse on the 
"history of man". Richardson held that the knowledge of "manners and customs" 
required for the true understanding of language also contributed to the "history of man".8 
Marsden's 1783 History is a linguistic study in the wide sense advocated by Richardson. 
It cannot be overemphasised that selecting (and rejecting) data for inclusion in his 
History, and its arrangement and presentation, were all driven by Marsden's wish to 
6 Marsden had been working intermittently on a revision of the 1783 History since 1787. With the death 
of his friend John Crisp (c. 1809), Marsden appears to have thought he may no longer have access to new 
information for further updates. Marsden (l 811 , p. 230) therefore simply added new material for the sake 
of putting it on the record. 
7 The History of Sumatra, containing an account of the government, laws, customs, and manners of the 
Native Inhabitants, with a description of the natural productions, and a relation of the ancient political 
state of the island By William Marsden, F.R.S. The third edition, with corrections, additions, and plates. 
London: Printed for the Author, by J . M'Creery, Black-Horse-Court, and sold by Longman, Hurst, Rees, 
Orme, and Brown, Paternoster-Row, 1811. 
8 Discussed in chap IL Richardson 1777, V. i, p. i: "The Manners of Mankind must ever form an 
interesting enquiry .. . . In all investigations of this important subject, Language claims a superior degree of 
attention .. . yet the mere science of words is, after all, but the outline of language; whilst the colouring and 
expression are only to be found in the virtues and genius, in the vices and follies of a people." 
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consolidate work begun in his "Remarks" paper. The 1783 History 's treatment of the 
concept of"progress" (or advancement) enlarged on linguistic and cultural arguments 
inherent in the "Remarks" tables that would have been self-evident to an informed 
linguist of the day.9 Although Marsden's Tartar hypothesis was conjecture, the 1783 
History included the evidence he had on the case for a Tartar (or lndo-Chinese) origin of 
the Malayo-Polynesians. 10 Early in the next century, as already discussed in chapter II, 
his Tartary theory was to be criticised (but not disproved) and the search for origins to 
drop out of favour. Yet Marsden, undeterred, continued all his life to gather further 
evidence and to fine-tune his linguistic theories. Although he added to and clarified his 
material and answered his critics, the changes to his philological material in the 1811 
History were, as noted in Chapter II, minor. 
A relativist or comparative study 
Both the "Remarks" paper and the 1783 History were relativist or comparative works 
written in the light of the ideas of "Malay" brought into prominence by the new 
discourse of discovery. Where previous observers had apparently found only differences 
among Sumatran nations, Marsden sought similarities to substantiate their common 
origin. Hence the Rejangs, chosen as the archetypal Sumatrans, were more significant as 
representative Malayo-Polynesians than in their own right. 11 Marsden aimed to unravel 
9 Although in his formal (I 781) and informal (I 780) presentations of the "Remarks" paper Marsden 
would have outlined the rationale for the data in the tables. 
10 Marsden particularly valued his contacts with the French philologists, some of whom were working on 
the Chinese and lndo-Chinese languages and culture. Marsden, 1838, p. 159: "[In October 1825] we 
visited the Bibliotheque du Roi where I had the satisfaction of meeting M. [J. F. Abel] Remusat, M. 
Bournouffi/s, and other oriental scholars. M. Langles had died a few years before. I also had the 
gratification of becoming personally acquainted with the Baron de Sacy with whom I had Jong been in 
correspondence. From M. Klaproth I experienced much obliging attention." Marsden also attended a 
meeting of the Societe Asiatique (Marsden, 1838, p. 160). "Baron William de Humboldt" was also a 
correspondent (l 838, p. 144). The sinologist Remusat's work was widely known; for example, a review of 
his translation of an early travel account of Cambodia was published by the Melaka missionaries in their 
Gleaner, 1821, V. iii, no. 15, pp. 24-30. (Their philological work was well known to Marsden.) 
11 As discussed in Chapter II, in 1783 Marsden was unaware that his "original" Sumatran "manners and 
customs" could be either Malayo-Polynesian and/or Hindu-Buddhist. Marsden, 1811 , footnote p. 291, 
explained (in discussing the derivation of words for God): "At the period when the above was written I was 
little aware of the intimate connexion, now well understood to have anciently subsisted between the Hindus 
and the various nations beyond the Ganges. The most evident proofs appear of the extensive dissemination 
both of their language and mythology throughout Sumatra, Java, Balli [sic], (where they are at this day best 
preserved) and other eastern islands". 
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the stages between the savage and the civilised state of society in Sumatra. Therefore he 
concentrated on features of Sumatran life he could compare with the explorers' accounts 
of Pacific island (and Archipelago) life and, in the later part of the work, that clearly 
marked Sumatrans as the more advanced. Although in these works comparisons with 
Pacific Island cultures are significant, equally so are the passages in the 1783 History 
without overt reference to the Pacific Islands, but covering topics made controversial by 
the Pacific discoveries. 
The 1811 History is more often quoted than the 1783 History. Despite significant 
differences between editions, the 1811 History is frequently mis-called an "eighteenth-
century" text. Neither History is an immediately accessible text. 12 Both reflect Marsden's 
own background and his wider linguistic intentions. While each History reflects the 
beliefs and value systems of the society for which it was written, the I 783 History does 
so more closely than the 1811 History where Marsden tended to "modernise" rather than 
re-write the text. Yet eighteenth-century discourse, even with its preoccupation with 
topics characteristic of the period, such as slavery, polygamy, despotism and the 
scientific theories (or systems) on the causes of (skin) colour, was not monolithic: there 
was a range of opinions. As noted in Chapters I and II, change was in the air. In Chapter 
I, three of the major strands of eighteenth-century discourse found in the 1783 History, 
"national character", the "organic society" and the "laws of climate'', were outlined, 
highlighting aspects of the discourse that impinged on "orientalists". 13 The newly 
emerging "oriental" genre was shaped, initially, by writers few of whom moved outside 
Europe, and was dominated by well worn tropes and topoi exhumed from travellers' 
tales and given new life and respectability by Enlightenment philosophers. While still 
imbued with the essence of eighteenth-century discourse, these writers began to question 
12 In discursive practice as Foucault, 200 I ( 1972), p. 73, reminds us "not all the positions of the subject, 
all the types of co-existence are equally possible, but only those authorized by anterior levels". 
13 Orientalists in British eighteenth-century usage meant scholars who were concerned with text-based 
studies on languages of the East. They were concerned with textual, literary, religious, philosophical and 
historical studies. The language was generally regarded as the pre-requisite to scholarship rather than the 
subject of scholarship. 
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the prevailing universalism and to develop a new kind of East-West (comparative) 
dialogue. Although many of its exponents are not well known today, directly or 
indirectly they profoundly influenced the young Marsden's acquisition of a (late) 
eighteenth-century gaze. His innovative theories and his philosophical and 
historiographical position reflected mainstream eighteenth-century intellectual life and 
his arguments engaged with contemporary discourse. 14 
The 1783 History's narrative structure enabled Marsden to interpret Sumatran society in 
terms of the eighteenth-century doctrine of "national character". It exhibits philosophical 
tensions between universalism and historicism not overtly evident in "Remarks". A 
concern to clarify differences in "national character" that distinguished the "pure" 
Malays from the (Polynesian) Sumatrans and part-negrito Malays of the eastern 
Archipelago was to inform the discussion in his 1783 History. It was assumed that 
"civilization" was achieved through a process of maturation and the "laws of climate" 
were invoked to explain the human varieties and differences in social organisation that 
were the basis of notions of "national character", which concept underwrites the whole 
project. These doctrines supported Marsden's belief in hierarchy, and his ranking of 
nations on a ladder of progress. He divided "national character" into "physical causes'', 
or the physical and innate characteristics, and "moral causes" or the acquired (or 
cultural) characteristics of the Sumatrans.15 The physical causes were the "similarities" 
shared with the original [Malayo-Polynesian] tribe; moral causes were those that 
separated and "distinguished" Sumatran national characters among themselves and from 
others. Besides depicting the Sumatran in these terms, Marsden was also, like many 
14 As noted in Chapter II, although Marsden's ideas coincide with current theory, Leyden would 
"disprove" his Tartary suggestion. In the dawn of the next century the biologist Mendel for example was 
not "in tune" and therefore it was not until the discourse changed that his work could be recognised for 
what it was. Foucault, ( 1972) 1982, p. 224: "Mendel spoke the truth, but he was not dans le vrai (within 
the true [sic]) of contemporary biological discourse." 
15 It was not so strongly marked by the structure in the 181 I edition. Belief in "national character" 
continued to figure in early nineteenth century discourse. For example William Milne, the Malacca 
Missionary, referred in I 8 I 7 to "features of individual and national character"; see Carroll, 1999b, p. 115. 
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former expatriates, concerned to communicate an accurate idea of the East to his 
European audience, and to correct misconceptions spread by errors of earlier travellers. 16 
Although Marsden aspired to be an objective narrator, 17 close reading of the 1783 
History reveals tensions which to some extent reflected the conflicting interests of his 
putative audience. Marsden commented that "neglect of missions in Sumatra, is one 
cause that the country has been so little known in the civilized world. " 18 While 
Marsden's early intention to be a minister of the established church is some indication of 
his personal aspirations and inclinations, he remained a man of his times. Thus, a 
commitment to the doctrines of the brotherhood of man which enabled him to 
contemplate a common origin did not mean that he espoused egalitarian ideals, nor did 
he share the humanitarian zeal that was to become fashionable in the early 1800s. 19 He 
regarded Sumatra as an unrewarding field for missionaries.20 His prejudices were typical 
of his class: he was critical of the Papacy of former ages,21 and oflslam. 
For philologists and scholars, Marsden sought to identify the most primitive and 
"original" cultural and linguistic forms common to all Malayo-Polynesians, and argued, 
16 Marsden, 1783, p. viii. E.g. some of the travel writers cited by Montesquieu. 
17 Richardson was severe in his criticism of I 8th century historians on Asia. Of modem "systematic 
writers" he wrote (Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. viii): "A framer of systems thinks not like other men ... He 
descends from the character of judge: he becomes council for a party". He was also critical of ancient 
Greek historians who (Richardson, I 777, V. i, p. ix): "framed too often their details, more to the prejudices 
of their fellow citizens, than to the standard of truth or probability". 
18 Marsden, 1783, p. 261. 
19 According to Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. ii, Book XXIV, chap. 26, p. 43, religions did not transfer 
successfully: "When a religion adapted to the climate of one country clashes too much with the climate of 
another it cannot be there established; and whenever it has been introduced it has been discarded. It seems 
to all human appearance as if the climate had prescribed the bounds of the Christian and the Mahommedan 
religions." Rayna], (1777, V. i, p. 331) wrote of Islam in Arabia: "Religious systems ... take their character 
from the climate where they are found." Although this statement may have been controversial in Catholic 
countries, the more pragmatic British (and Dutch), as yet largely untouched by the complexities of 
humanitarianism and missionary fervour, appear to have accepted it as a reality. But see Appendix I, 
Carroll, 2002, p. 28tf. and Carroll, l 999a, pp. 150-152. 
20 Marsden, I 783, p. 261: "No attempts, I have reason to think, have ever been made by missionaries, or 
others, to convert the inhabitants of the island to Christianity, and I have much doubt, whether the most 
zealous and able would meet with any permanent success in this pious work". 
21 Marsden, 1783, p. 269: "In short, his [the Sultan ofMinangkabau's] authority not a little resembles that 
of the sovereign pontiffs in Europe, some years back, founded as it is on superstitious opinion; holding 
terrors over the weak, and contemned by the strong". 
221 
on the grounds of their superior "national character'', that Sumatrans were "civilised". 
He separated the Sumatrans from the Tahitians who had a reputation for promiscuity, 
petty theft, human sacrifices and infanticide. Marsden delighted in the "unspoiled 
innocence" and natural "good taste" of the country people in Sumatra, even when he 
could not approve of certain customs. For the political and commercial elites, he 
emphasised that in Sumatra there were stable governments and a degree of civilisation 
that should encourage a continued British presence (and ensure security of investment). 
The History, 22 begun towards the end of 1780, appeared by mid-1783.23 The Anglo-
Dutch war was in progress and the Dutch had captured Bengkulu. Marsden would be 
financially advantaged if the Bengkulu Factory were to be re-established after the war 
ended. 24 Although he endeavoured to promote interest in researching the commercial 
potential of Sumatra's natural products to increase the Company's commercial 
viability,25 he recognised that, sadly, Europeans were unlikely to take full advantage of 
the wealth of raw materials that Sumatra offered. 26 
Discourse and knowledge 
The post-Montesquieu Enlightenment world27 required scholars to focus on humankind 
and treat the natural world as an adjunct to its inhabitants.28 The "scientific" order 
22 The bibliographical details for the various editions were given in the Introduction. 
23 Marsden, 1838, p. 49. 
24 See Appendix I, Carroll, 2002, p. 25. 
25 Solander would still have been alive when Marsden was writing these early chapters and these three 
chapters bear the stamp of the Linnaean influence in the search for useful plants etc. 
26 Marsden, 1783, pp. 170-171: "we make but little use of the raw materials Sumatra affords. We do not 
spin it's [sic) cotton; we do not rear it's [sic] silk-worms: we do not smelt it's metals; we do not even hew 
it's [sic] stone: neglecting these, it is in vain we would exhibit to the people for their improvement in the 
arts, our rich brocades, our time pieces, or display to them, in drawings, the elegance of our architecture". 
This passage was retained unaltered in the 1811 History, p. 205. 
27 Carrithers [sic], 1977, p. 44: "given his role as a transitional figure between an age of polemics and an 
age of positivism ... Montesquieu stands at the beginning of a rich tradition of empirical research in the 
social sciences". 
28 Buffon, (1749)1866, V. ii, p. 179, in a section concerning the "first men" and how they interacted with 
Nature hypothesised that: "small nations [in confined areas], after a great increase in population, were 
obliged to divide the land among themselves; and from that moment the earth became the inheritance of 
man". He further explained that until (Buff on, (1748) 1866, V. ii, pp. 181-182): "the power of man united 
with that of nature ... the treasures of fertility were buried". Man was thought to contribute to the "health" 
of the earth by creating "cultivated Nature". These ideas were taken up by Robertson. See Appendix I, 
Carroll, 2002, p. 19ff. From the second half of the 18th century the search for "economic products" 
dominated natural history. 
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advocated by Bacon and Newton for recording knowledge29 worked from the lower 
orders of creation and culminated in man. Montesquieu's version of the "Laws of 
Climate", emphasising the role of the environment in shaping the nature of "man", 
reinforced the "Newtonian" order. These methodological conventions, typical of 
European scholarship, shaped Raynal's treatment of non-European countries. Where data 
was available,30 Rayna! would begin with a sketch of the physical or geographical 
features of the environment, its productions, people, and customs. This pattern was also 
adopted by J .R. Forster in his Observations made during a voyage around the world.31 
These notable parallels, however, may only be evidence that "scientific" methods 
dominated the scholarship of "the history of man".32 In 1793, Jones who was familiar 
with Marsden's History followed Marsden and placed man before the "other animals", 
and animals before vegetables and minerals. Jones understood "history, civil33 and 
natural" to be: 
the observation and remembrance of mere [acts independently of ratiocination, 
which belongs to philosophy; or of imitations and substitutions, which are the 
province of art.34 
Thus history in the late eighteenth century, whether classed as "civil" or "natural'', was 
distinguished from philosophy and art (or creative writing) by its dependence upon 
"facts". This stress on observable "facts" as evidence, characteristic of the 
Enlightenment, was discussed in Chapter I, and with reference to Marsden in Chapter II. 
29 Described by Jones, (1796) 1979, p. xiii: "Were a superior intelligence to delineate a map of general 
knowledge ... he would probably, begin by tracing with Newton the system of the universe, in which he 
would assign the true place of our little globe; and, having enumerated its various inhabitants, contents, 
and productions would proceed to man in his natural station among animals, exhibiting a detail of all the 
knowledge attained or attainable by the human race ... , though Bacon seems to have had a similar reason 
for placing the history of Nature before that of Man, or the whole before one of its parts". 
3° For example Rayna!, 1777, V. i, p. 374, for the Maldives. 
3 1 Forster's Observations was published towards the end of 1778. 
32 Marsden, 1783, p. vii: "I have been the more scrupulously exact in this particular [of providing facts of 
"unimpeachable authenticity"], because my view was but sincerely and conscientiously to add a small 
portion in my power, to the general knowledge of the age; to throw some glimmering light on the path of 
the naturalist; and more especially to furnish those philosophers. whose labours have been directed to the 
investigations of the history of Man." 
33 Just as today the term "history" has a number of senses so in Jones' day. Jones, (1796) 1979, p. xvii, 
used the word "history" in the usual sense in noting that "Our knowledge of Civil Asiatic History (I always 
except that of the Hebrews) exhibits a short evening twilight in the venerable introduction to the first book 
of Moses". 
34 Jones, ( 1796) I 979, p. xiii. 
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Notwithstanding superficial likenesses between Marsden's History and the traditional 
pattern, the differences are significant. 
Despite its name, Marsden's is a History of Sumatrans, rather than of Sumatra.35 As 
discussed in Chapter I, data on physical characteristics, customs and manners of a people 
all provided evidence necessary for linguistic analysis. Although the 1783 History can, 
like Fernand Braudel's The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of 
Phillip II (1949), be considered "a social history, whose subject is man, human beings, 
and .. . what man has constructed from things",36 Marsden's History was primarily 
linguistic in conception and purpose. As an extension of his "Remarks" paper, Marsden 
examined the moral (or cultural) and physical (or environmental) causes that shaped the 
"national character" of the Sumatran peoples (including the Malays). Marsden collected 
his data in Sumatra, but for guidance on its assessment and presentation he turned to 
contemporary metropolitan scholarly works. Marsden's ideas on historiography were 
influenced by orientalist scholars who were marshalling arguments in favour of a 
comparative (or sociological) rather than a universal approach to the "history of 
mankind". Although Marsden acknowledged Richardson, Robertson and Poivre as 
sources of his ideas on "measures of civilisation" (to be discussed below), his debt to 
these authors, especially Richardson and Robertson went far beyond this. They were 
among a small band of oriental scholars responding to the new "relativist" (or 
comparative) mood, who were concerned to point out differences between nations, 
believing that: "Man, in the aggregate, is too irregular to be reduced to invariable 
laws",37 and who criticised those inclined to dismiss the writings of Eastern historians as 
"wild, uninteresting and obscure", urging that: 
Truth ought to be searched for wherever it can be found: and a well authenticated 
fact, if it be told by a Persian, an Arab, or a Chinese, should remove an 
35 See Appendix I, Carroll, 2002, pp. 5-6 re "natural history". Chapter 11 (of this thesis), in discussing the 
18th century background, notes the centrality of"Man" in European scholarship of the period. 
36 Braudel, (1 949)1972, V. i, Part II, p. 353. 
37 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. viii. 
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improbability, [even] though [it may be] adorned with all the eloquence of Greece 
or Rome.38 
Before Robertson's History of America was published, writing a social or sociological 
"history" of a people, virtually ignoring the elite, was rare.39 
There was tension between methodologies of the old and "new" histories. Richardson 
argued that in evaluating evidence of the remote past,40 it was more important to consider 
whether an account agreed with manners and customs (or "national character"), which 
could be verified in literature, than to quibble about detail:41 
The chief object of History42 is to improve the great system of social life, by 
instructing mankind in the experience of former ages. To answer this important 
end, it is by no means necessary that every fact we read should be strictly true in 
all its parts43 ••• [but it still] may convey lessons, on a variety of points, with an 
efficiency not inferior to the most unquestioned of truths.44 
Richardson deplored the preference for (dubious) "facts" just because they came from 
classical authors, while more reasonable indigenous accounts that ran counter to classical 
sources were discredited.45 He argued that credence should be given to indigenous 
histories and "native voices" heard, because: 
38 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xvii. 
39 Since Montesquieu, scholars had been grappling with ways of moving on from top-down, genealogical 
or "great men" histories. Montesquieu has been credited with being the father of sociological studies. 
40 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xxxii: "The more ancient facts, it may be observed, like every remote event, 
will not admit of positive proof'. 
41 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xii : "The peculiar ideas and habits of a people, as I have often had occasion 
to observe may be seen in their Poems and Romances, with a precision not inferior to their more serious 
and moral writings; as a Poet of true genius, though he may ascribe to his Heroes more virtues and fewer 
faults, than are to be found in the imperfect nature of man, will at the same time, ever copy living manners 
of the present or former times". 
42 In Johnson, 1773: history was defined as "J. A narration of events and facts delivered with dignity. 2. 
Narrative; relation. 3. The knowledge of facts and events". Although there is no reference to the past in this 
definition, in actual usage, where appropriate the phrase "ancient history" or "modem history" occurs. 
43 This derives from the (Lockean) acknowledgement that human knowledge is necessarily imperfect. See 
Collingwood, 1980, p. 73. 
44 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. ix. 
45 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xi: "the states of Greece, appear, in reality, with regard to the Persians, to 
have been too far removed" from the centre of action and the great battles they recorded would have been 
mere provincial skirmishes in the eyes of Persian administrators; Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xii: "Till the 
reign of Philip of Macedon, they [the Greeks] are hardly mentioned in the Persian writers, but as tributaries 
to the Persian empire. Those famous invasions have therefore an appearance of being simply the 
movements of the governors of Asia Minor, to regulate or enforce a tribute which the Greeks might be 
willing to forget". 
225 
even the rudest of people, where they contradict not probability, are entitled to 
respect in the annals of their own country.46 
and that where stated facts did not challenge logic or probability "such facts are entitled 
to our belief' because "how difficult is it even now to arrive at the true history of the 
simplest fact?"47 Robertson had been hailed for his delineation of an "aboriginal people" 
and the History of America would have been relevant to Marsden for that reason alone. 
Robertson suggested that the New World offered an ideal opportunity for the study of 
mankind. He believed the search for the original tribe was a futile effort48 and should be 
abandoned in favour of examining available evidence: 
The condition and character of the American nations, at the time when they 
became known to the European, deserve more attentive consideration than the 
inquiry concerning their original. The latter is merely an object of curiosity, the 
former is one of the most important as well as instructive researches, which can 
occupy the philosopher or historian. [because] in America, man appears under the 
rudest form in which we can conceive of him to subsist.49 
Although the Sumatrans were considered less civilised than Europeans, they were by no 
means comparable to the "savage" nations of the New World. Nevertheless, Marsden 
endorsed the importance of recording the life style of less cultivated peoples. Like 
Robertson, Marsden argued that "man must be exhibited in every point of view" and 
that: 
when he is found in his least sophisticated state, even though that should be in the 
rudest scene of uncultivated nature, the picture of his manners does not there 
claim an inferior degree of attention. 50 
and he echoed Robertson' s sentiments concerning the importance of studying mankind51 
when he wrote "History is only to be prized, as it tends to improve our knowledge of 
46 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. ix. Raynal's Apostrophes were expressions of European ideas of what 
"native voices" might say if they could. For example, see Appendix VIII; or his discussion of the Bengal 
famine of 1769, Rayna!, 1777, V. i, pp. 463-464. 
47 Richardson, 1777, V. i, pp. ix-x. 
48 Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 266: "When the people of Europe unexpectedly discovered a New World ... 
filled with inhabitants whose appearance and manners differed so remarkably from the rest of the human 
species, the question concerning their original became naturally an object of curiosity and attention. 
(Almost every known race was said to be their progenitors including "pre-antediluvian" remnant tribes 
and] "theories and speculations ... many ... wild and chimerical" [abounded]. "Those regions of 
conjecture and controversy belong not to the historian". 
49 Robertson, 1777, V. i, pp. 281-282, and see Appendix I, Carroll, 2002, p. 12ff. 
50 Marsden, 1783, p. 374. Cf. Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 257: "this state of wild unassisted nature ... but 
the original inhabitants, as rude and indolent as ever, have done nothing to open or improve the country, 
possessing almost every advantage of situation and climate. As we advance towards the northern provinces 
of America, Nature continues to wear the same uncultivated aspect". 
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mankind". 52 While the above may herald a step in the long progression towards social 
history, it also epitomizes the relativism of the late Enlightenment. 
Orientalists were adapting historiographic principles to differing cultural circumstances 
and advocatl.ng new methods of analysing evidence and testing its likely validity if the 
"true" facts were impossible to verify.53 The new mood is exemplified in the attitude of 
late eighteenth-century British scholars to works written to support "systems" or pre-
conceived theories or "systems" upheld, in accordance with Enlightenment principles of 
"rational" philosophy, by a priori (or abstract) reasoning instead of"facts". 54 "Systems" 
became objects of scholarly ridicule because they distorted evidence: "attachment to 
system has heaped error upon error, and raised splendid fa bricks upon pillars of ice". 55 
Marsden was strong in his rejection of "system" in favour of"facts". Because he had 
already published his theories in the "Remarks" paper and could have been accused of 
finding evidence to fit his case he was anxious to present himself as one: 
whose writings tend to establish facts rather than systems, and humbly to describe 
things as they exist, rather than to display the powers of creative imagination.56 
.When he criticised the notion that advances in knowledge could be made through 
"abstract speculation merely"57 Marsden' s thinking resonated with the new rigour of the 
age noted in Chapter II. Not only were the role and responsibilities of historians being 
questioned, but also the constitution of admissible evidence and the nature of "proof': 
my work obliges me to be more attentive to effects than causes, and to record 
facts, though they should clash with systems the most just in theory, and most 
respectable in point of authority. 58 
51 Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 281: "In order to complete the history of the human mind, and attain to a 
perfect knowledge of its nature and operations, we must contemplate Man in all those various situations 
wherein he has been placed". 
52 Marsden, 1783, p. v. 
53 White, 1973, p. 69, has argued that Enlightenment historians failed to appreciate " the " fictive" nature 
of historical reflection ... they never succeeded in understanding the "fictive" representations of truth 
given in the myths, legends, and fables of earlier times". Yet, as noted above, Richardson, in 1777, was 
already arguing in favour of selectively using information available in mythical form. See also Richardson, 
1777, V. i, p. xxii and p. xxix especially. 
54 Montesquieu's Spirit of Laws and Bryant's Mythology. For Richardson's and Marsden' s criticism see 
below. 
55 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. i. 
56 Marsden, 1783, p. 373. 
57 Marsden, 1783, p. viii. 
58 Marsden, 1783, p. 27. 
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The material he considered "fact" or factual was by no means traditional. Since he was 
writing in a relativist mode, his prime focus was on determining comparative levels of 
civilisation. Marsden believed he had arrived at his theory after examining evidence 
which, unlike the authors of systems, he had not tailored to fit his theory. Like every 
historian Marsden selected data to suit a purpose. Thus most, but not all,59 of what appear 
to be absences to a twenty-first century reader of the History were omitted because they 
were irrelevant to the purposes of an eighteenth-century Marsden. Hence, that the 
Sumatrans were literate was important to his argument, but not who was taught or how. 
Similarly, the mechanics of governance were less important than identifying the 
historical stage their form of government represented. Marsden, whether as observer or 
interlocutor, focused on the Sumatran people and their activities, even when discussing 
fruit 60 or animals.61 
His History is symptomatic of the "ambivalence" that has been identified in late 
Enlightenment "relativistic" (or comparative) historiography.62 In his Preface, by 
emphasising his reliance on "facts", Marsden aligned himself with the "scientific" 
scholars of the Enlightenment, while his conclusion, with its emphasis on "philosophical 
curiosity" about other (less polished) nations and his comparative philology, places him 
with the relativists of the last quarter of the eighteenth century. Moreover, he brought 
59 As will become apparent in looking at Marsden's discussion ofSwnatran agriculture. Some additions 
to the 1811 History reflected the greater understanding of Sumatran culture that he had acquired, 
particularly through his Jndic studies. For example, the addition of a sentence concerning story telling at 
Bimbangs. Marsden, 1811, p_. 267-68: "Professed story-tellers are sometimes introduced, who are raised 
on a little stage, and during several hours arrest the attention of their audience, by the relation of wonderful 
and interesting adventures". 
60 Marsden, 1783, p. 82: "Sookoon. Calawee. The two species of bread fruit tree ... the bark of [the 
latter] affords the inhabitants their cloth. They cut the bread fruit in slices, and eat it boiled or fried, with 
sugar esteeming it much". 
61 Marsden, 1783, p. 92: "The carbow, or Malay buffaloe, being an animal particularly belonging to these 
parts, and more serviceable to the country people than any other, I shall enter into some detail of its 
qualities and uses". 
62 White, 1973, p. 48: "What started out as a creative tension in early Enlightenment thinking ... 
gradually degenerated into ambiguity, and ultimately an ambivalence, concerning all the principal 
problems of both historiographical representation and general social goals. By the last quarter of the 
eighteenth century, this ambivalence had been transformed into Irony, which expressed itself in a 
historiographical epistemology that was Skeptical in the extreme and in an ethical attitude, generated by 
Skepticism, that was manifestly relativistic". 
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unfamiliar material into the purview of history and presented it in a highly 
unconventional manner. If he were to contribute to the "history of mankind" Marsden 
needed a structure that matched his scholarly purpose,63 an impartial explanatory "voice", 
a serious and elevated "tone",64 and a scientific or analytic "point of view". Although 
Marsden sought to uncover the "national characters" of Sumatrans by examining the 
origins of their "genius and manners", his was not a philosophical enquiry.65 While he 
was inspired by the Endeavour voyage journals, clearly they could not serve as his 
model. He needed some other principle of organisation. 
Marsden encountered difficulties in settling on a "plan" for his account of Sumatra.66 His 
problems were solved, however, when he realised that political minutiae would be 
tedious and unnecessary if his principal aim was to describe the manners and modes of 
government of the people.67 He had apparently felt he would be obliged to include a 
conventional political account of the various polities, but was almost defeated by the 
difficulty of tracing the boundaries and histories of the "extraordinary diversity of 
63 Marsden put great effort into his scholarly apparatus. For example, his Jong footnote (1783, pp. 6-8) on 
early names and identifications of Sumatra which cites c. 85 works resulted from his search through 
Spanish, Portuguese and Latin texts as did a similar footnote on references to Minangkabau, 1783, 
footnote to pp. 270-271. Erudition was also displayed in Marsden's citations for the chronology of Aceh, 
his translation of a Spanish ms on the Philippines, Marsden, 1783, footnote pp. 257-260, and his 
translation of an extract from the Travels of Marco Polo, Marsden, 1783, footnote pp. 28 J-282. (ln the 
1811 History these were edited and lifted into the text.) 
64 White, 1973, p. 267, observes that in the eighteenth century "the philosophy [was] regarded as merely 
the serious reflection on the implications for mankind of the facts provided". 
65 Harrison's (1962, p. 246) contention that a history at that time was an "enquiry" is misleading. 
Enquiries did just that (i.e. sought to answer questions). See, for example, Rayna!, 1777, V. i, p. 2, the 6 
questions listed in his Introduction. Enquiries in the 18th century were generally regarded by their authors 
as philosophical works. They questioned accepted wisdom and, in some cases, discussed hypothetical 
alternatives to events and policy decisions. "In the course of this enquiry I shall have occasion, at the same 
time, to doubt many received opinions; and to question the positions of some superior men: whose want of 
knowledge in the languages of the East has produced much false reasoning". (Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. i.) 
Examples of philosophical enquiries include, An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding; An Inquiry 
into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. Raynal's Philosophical History can be described as 
an "enquiry". 
66 Marsden, 1783, pp. v-vi: "To form a general and tolerably accurate account of this country and its 
inhabitants, is a work attended with great and peculiar difficulties .... I have therefore ... aim[ed] at a more 
particular detail [concerning] the original inhabitants . .. The interests of Europeans ... I have not 
considered part of my plan". 
67 Marsden, 1783, p. 36: "the genuine Sumatran character ... is the immediate object of my 
investigation". 
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national distinctions and independent governments".68 Richardson had already 
considered problems caused by a lack of specific "historical" detail for Asian nations and 
had concluded that: 
in tracing manners or modes of government, absolute historical or chronological 
precision is by no means requisite. 69 
Marsden thought that, in an era when histories were expected to be "elevating'', he might 
be criticised for describing "the detail of manners and customs of an uncivilised people" 
needed to support his linguistic theories. 70 His map in the 1783 History is quite primitive 
compared to the map in the 1811 History. 71 It merely indicates the general area where his 
five nations lived and in the text references to other nations were confined to the 
footnotes, or as in the case of the people of Palembang merely included in the chapter on 
the Minangkabau.72 Marsden knew he was dignifying "man in his least sophisticated 
state" in a way unfamiliar to his readers and that the Sumatrans might be considered 
unsuitable subjects for "history";73 he defended his decision, however, by suggesting that 
although the ambitions and jealousies of elites were universal, the distinctive "genius 
and manners of a particular people" would most readily be found in an "obscure 
village". 74 He proposed identifying characteristics inherited from an "original tribe" and 
suggested "survival" skills were suitable "objects of philosophical speculation" because: 
In proportion as the arts in use with any people are connected with the primary 
demands of nature, they carrv the greatest likelihood of originality, because those 
68 Marsden, 1783, pp. v-vi: "the extraordinary diversity of national distinctions [and] independent 
governments ... I ... reflected, that those circumstances in which consisted the principal difficulty, were in 
fact the least interesting to the public". 
69 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xxxiii. 
70 Marsden, 1783, p. 373. 
71 See Appendix XVI and compare with the map in the 1811 History, both of which he prepared. 
72 In the 1811 History, this material formed the basis of Chapter 17 which covered the Malay speaking 
Korinchi, who used a nagri based script; Chapter 19 covers the Malay speaking nations oflndrapura, 
Anak-Sungai, Pasaman and Siak, all of which used the Jawi Arabic script; and Chapter 23, which 
contained the non-literate communities of the "Islands off the Western Coast of Sumatra". Thus the 
chapters no longer aligned "nations" with the "Specimens of Language" Table, since the Korinchi script 
was not included and pre-literate tribes appeared in the main text. 
73 And a subject that may neither "interest nor amuse a reader who has been accustomed to peruse 
volumes that treat of more important topics"; see Marsden, 1783, p. 373. 
74 Marsden, 1783, p. 374. Because "private and domestic life" maintained "long prevalent ideas and 
habitual prejudices"; the fashions of the court "have their origin and temporary existence, in the caprice of 
individuals, who, if ignorant, headstrong and flagitious, make the most respected customs of people, the 
sport of a momentary passion; or if wise and benevolently inclined, borrow their maxims of government 
and civil regulations, from the most enlightened among other nations, and thus, whilst they improve the 
condition of their subjects, destroy the peculiarity and genuineness of their character". 
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demands must have been administered to, from a period coeval with the existence 
of the people themselves.75 
These were the same principles which guided his selection of "radical" terms for his 
comparative vocabularies. He had found confirmation that his project would be 
acceptable in scholarly circles. Richardson's reading of classical Muslim Persian and 
Arabian literary texts had established that, for Asian societies, there were no grounds for 
believing: 
that (the Mahommedan religion and fire arms excepted) there is a single custom 
peculiar to the Persians, the Arabians, or the Tartars, of the present day, which 
did not prevail amongst their ancestors at a period too remote for human 
research. 76 
Since Marsden could depend on present customs being reasonably indicative of past 
customs, he therefore determined to write a "comprehensive"77 as opposed to a 
"circumstantial"78 or particular history of events.79 
Anatomy of a text 
The 1783 History 's structure80 positions the crucial discussion on civilisation both 
physically and conceptually at the centre of the book. For purposes of this analysis, the 
chapters ofMarsden's 1783 History have been divided into groups.81 The first seven 
chapters cover the Sumatrans' material world and the physical causes of "national 
75 Marsden, 1783, p. 48. Cf. Robertson, 1777, V. i, pp. 270-271: "For, although the elegant and refmed 
arts may decline or perish, amidst the violent shocks of those revolutions and disasters to which nations are 
exposed, the necessary arts of life, when once they have been introduced among any people, are never 
lost". 
76 Richardson, 1777, V. i, pp. xxxii-xxxiii: "the least attention to Oriental Manners will clearly show, that 
the characteristic habits of those people, even at this hour, are, in every respect, similar to the most remote 
accounts". 
77 
"Comprehensive" meant in effect non-political or broadly descriptive. (Comprehensiveness was "The 
quality of including much in a few words or a narrow compass", Johnson, I 773 ). (Raffles called his 
History circumstantial). Johnson, ( 1773) gives the third meaning of circumstantial as "Full of small events; 
particular; detailed". 
78 Rayna), 1777, V. i, p. 2: "we must trace circumstantially the events they have given rise to;" (i.e. the 
discovery of the Americas). Because of the proliferation of many polities, Marsden, 1783, p. vi, wrote: "I 
have therefore attempted rather to give a comprehensive than a circumstantial description of the divisions 
of the country". Marsden intended to detail customs, manners etc. rather than events or personalities. 
79 In the History Marsden, 1783, p. 34, dealt with the matter as follows: "To attempt enumerating and 
distinguishing the variety, almost endless, of petty sovereignties and nations, into which this island is 
divided, many of which differ nothing in persons and manners from their neighbours, would be a task both 
impossible and useless". 
80 The structure of Braudel's The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Phillip/! 
mirrors the 1783 History's structure. 
8 1 For contents lists for 1783 and I 81 I editions see Appendixes V and VII. 
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character"82 (or "human factors"83). In these chapters, like Braudel, he was "in pursuit of 
a history that changes little or not at all with the passing of time,"84 or the "primary 
demands of nature"85 that equated with his "radical" words in "Remarks". The first 
chapter's geographical description of the island86 begins with "mountains, lakes and 
rivers" and ends with "surfs and tides".87 This chapter dealing with the island as it had 
been left by the "hands of nature"88 was concerned with geographical features, but, 
because in the 1783 version of the chapter any European and much of the native 
Sumatran element is footnoted, there is an impression that he is depicting a pristine land, 
before man has intruded.89 Marsden is describing the environment that contributed to 
some of the Sumatrans' "physical causes". This impression is completely dispelled in the 
1811 version.90 For example in 1783, the following description of a waterfall at Manna 
was put in the footnotes, but included in the text in 1811 : 
A ship from Europe (the Elgin) sent a boat, in order to procure fresh water there, 
attracted by its appearance from the sea; but was lost in the surf and the crew was 
drowned.91 
82 Marsden, 1783, p. 34. In the first paragraph of his Chapter 2, Marsden wrote: "having exhibited a 
general view of the island, as it is in the hands of nature, I shall now proceed to a description of the people 
who inhabit and cultivate it, and shall endeavour to distinguish the several species or classes of them". 
83 Braudel, (1949)1972, V. i, Part I, p. 23. "The first part of this book ... is concerned with geography: 
geography of a particular kind, with special emphasis on human factors,". 
84 Braudel, {1949)1972, V. i, Part II, p. 353. 
85 Marsden, 1783, p. 48, quoted in text above. 
86 Rayna!, 1777, V. i, p. 32, at the beginning of his History noted: "These geographical details, far from 
being foreign to our purpose, are in a manner necessary to direct and engage our attention to the richest 
and finest continent upon the globe". 
87 The word "surf' only came into use in the 1680s, and early voyage accounts would just describe the 
phenomenon. For example, A Collection, 1703, p. l 04: "The next morning they sailed behind the same 
Island, the breaking of the Sea forcing them out of the other Road ... They saw some Men upon the shore, 
but the Sea broke so much upon that side, that it was impossible to come near them". Marsden, 1783, p. 
28, Surf being: " the phenoemena [sic] of which not having been hitherto much adverted to by writers, I 
shall be more circumstantial in my description". See also Marsden, 1783, pp. 256-57; Marsden, 1811, p. 
302, discussed in Chapter IV. The geographical description was undoubtedly directed towards his 
European and maritime audience. Similarly Marsden would interpolate comments on the need to explore 
the commercial uses of untried botanical material. 
88 Marsden, 1783, p. 34. 
89 Cf. the early sections ofBuffon, (1748) 1866, V. i. pp. 37-129, which cover topics such as "Of the 
inequalities of the earth's surface, of seas and lake, of rivers, of tides, ofvolcanos etc." as do Forster and 
Marsden. 
90 For example, Marsden, 1811, p. 14, the passage beginning: "Those principally spoken of .. . " to the end 
of the paragraph. 
91 The footnoted text reads, Marsden, 1783, p. I 0: "A small but beautiful cascade descends 
perpendicularly from the steep cliff, which, like an immense rampart lines the sea shore near Manna". Cf. 
Marsden, 1811, p. 15; from the sentence beginning: "At the bottom of this fall ... " to the end of the 
paragraph is an expanded version of the footnote given above. 
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Surf, and its dangers, was to become a trope in writing about the Indian and Pacific 
Oceans.92 Hawkesworth, using Cook's words, emphasised that surf was a phenomenon 
unknown in European waters93 but it is notably absent from J.R. Forster's Observations 
where a "scientific" discussion would have been expected. Marsden filled this obvious 
gap by providing a scientific explanation, but he also described it as it related to "man's" 
experience.94 While a sprinkling ofMarsden's comments have an eye to European 
maritime or commercial interests, for example, pointing out dangers, as with surf,95 or in 
later chapters the potential of botanical or other raw materials, 96 because of the History's 
linguistic purpose and hence its concern with civilisation, "man" (or the nation), not 
"nature", is the focus.97 Exploring the personal physical causes of Sumatrans' "national 
characters" begins with details of grooming and clothing, followed by shelter and 
arrangement of their gardens and domestic economy98 including "useful" plants99 and 
92 For example, Hall, (1831) 1931, pp.141-156, described in detail the surf at Madras and the way every 
traveller had to negotiate it both coming and going. Hall, ( 1831) 1931, p. 143: "It must be fairly owned, 
that there is nothing either picturesque or beautiful - though there may be a touch of the sublime.- in the 
surf, when viewed from a boat tossing about in the middle of its deafening clamour". Marsden added a 
sentence to his 1811 History (Marsden, 1 811, p. 3 5) on the expertise of Coromandel natives in managing 
their craft in surf, but noted: "It is to be observed, that the intervals between the breaking of the surfs are 
usually on that coast much longer than on the coast of Sumatra". 
93 Hawkesworth, 1773, V. iii, pp. 606-607: "Here the enormous waves of the vast Southern Ocean, 
meeting with so abrupt a resistance, break, with inconceivable violence, in a surf which no rocks or storms 
in the northern hemisphere can produce". 
94 The scientific discussion follows the physical description and is introduced thus, Marsden, 1783, pp. 
29-32, and Marsden, 1811, pp. 35-38: "I shall proceed to inquire into the efficient cause ofthe surfs". 
Marsden also provided a theoretical discussion of Monsoons, which until the publication of Forrest's 
monograph in 1783 had not been described from an Archipelagic viewpoint. 
95 Marsden, 1783, p. 29, had witnessed surfing accidents: "All European boats are more or less unfit, and 
seldom fail to occasion the sacrifice of the people on board them, in the imprudent attempts that are 
sometimes made to land with them on the open coast". 
96 Now sometimes described, apparently on the basis of these first chapters, as a natural history (i.e. a 
botanical, zoological and biological work), this is a modem, rather than contemporary, use ofthc phrase. 
97 Rayna!, 1777, V. i, p. 329: "In all countries there is a difference in climate, manners. soil, productions, 
the spirit of industry. and the price of merchandise. This description [of their details J will be found to have 
a particular connection with the history of a nation". 
98 The cultivation of crops for domestic use; see Marsden, 1783, pp. 59-80, [Chapter 4] "Agriculture. -
Rice, its cultivation, &c. - Plantations of Coco, Betel nut, and other Trees, for Domestic use. - Dye 
stuffs". 
99 In Chapter 5, Marsden, 1783, pp.81-92, the fruits (divided into cultivated and wild, flowers and herbs, 
edible or medicinal) are listed in random order. No vegetables are listed, unless breadfruit qualifies. Notes 
on how they are eaten or used by the Sumatrans are included. E.g. p. 82: "As the fruit [Jack (choopada)] 
ripens, the natives cover it with mats or the like, to preserve it from injury by the birds. Of the juice of this 
tree they make bird lime, and the root yields dye stuff'. (Winstedt, chempedak or nangka). Unlike the 
1811 History, the Latin botanical names are only used in a few cases. The coconut was described in 
chapter 3, p. 73. 
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animals met in daily life, 100 their subsistence agriculture, and plantation employment 
(under European supervision). 101 Marsden only provided a "scientific" description of 
natural objects or phenomena if none other were published and his treatment of the fruit 
and animals was, in contrast to the 1811 edition, at best cursory. 102 
In the next group of four chapters, three on the Sumatrans' epistemological world are 
prefaced by his chapter on commerce. This group divides his physical causes of 
"national character", or man and his material world, from the moral (cultural) causes of 
"national character", or man as a member of society. By chapter 11 on the "Comparative 
State of Society", he had exhibited evidence of the Sumatrans' status as trading peoples 
and their progress in agriculture, numeracy and language, essential for ranking them 
according to his "Measures of Civilization". Marsden' s discussion on the "advanced" 
nature of the Malay language was linked to evidence of an access to outside influence 
and knowledge103 which had resulted from conversion to Islam. It was generally accepted 
that; 
A poverty of dialect is generally accompanied by savagery and ignorance: 
refinement is only advanced by a general diffusion of knowledge. 104 
These chapters are not only physically central but they are also intellectually central. 
They are the key to Marsden's structure and purpose. 105 Chapter 11 also introduces his 
reasons (or moral causes) for differentiating the Malays and "other" Sumatrans. 
100 The animals, birds etc. which the Sumatrans domesticated or hunted, or insects that intruded into the 
home or made life difficult. See Marsden, 1783, Chapter 6. Most attention was given to the buffalo in 
domestic use, Marsden, 1783, pp. 94-97. Alligators and tigers (which terrorised the people) were not 
mentioned until Chapter 15, Marsden, 1783, pp. 254-55, in a discussion on the transmigration of souls 
already noted. Elephants and rhinoceros were also omitted from chapter 6, and were discussed in Chapter 
8, Marsden, 1783, p. 140, in connection with the trade in ivory and tusks. 
101 Significantly, in the 1811 History, the topics of Animals, Fruits, Flowers and Herbs were substantially 
reshaped to align with European scholarly conventions of the encyclopaedia (or descriptive dictionary). 
102 The lists are in random order, and all jumbled together into extended paragraphs. Marsden, 1783, p. 
73: "This [coconut] tree, in all it's [sic] species, stages and parts, has been so elaborately, minutely and 
justly described by many writers, especially the celebrated Rurnphius in his Hortus Amboiniensis, that it 
would be mere repetition in me to attempt a scientific account of it". 
103 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. ii: "Where many Strangers are accustomed to assemble at stated times, 
politeness and refinements are a natural consequence". 
104 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. i. 
105 As is Braudel's chapter: "Civilizations"; see Braudel, (1949)1972, V. ii , Part II, p. 757ff. 
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The third group of chapters deals with civil society, or moral (or cultural) and social 
causes of "national character". Although Marsden's three listed measures of civilisation 
indicated that even the lower rank of Sumatrans were more advanced than Tahitians, he 
placed them on the same level on his scale. Yet, when ranking the "moral causes" of 
"national character" of the Sumatran nations, he used different criteria, which clearly 
established Sumatran superiority. In Chapter 13, Marsden explained the rationale for 
Sumatran legal systems to support his claim that Sumatrans ranked with the civilised 
peoples of the world. Marsden examined the "national character" of each nation in order 
from the south to the north of the island. 106 Marsden applied two further "measures of 
civilisation" of his own that were designed to separate the Sumatrans from the broader 
Malayo-Polynesian group. The first concerned "modes" of government, w7 the second, 
ideas of "futurity" or religion, rns and both contributed to the "moral causes" of "national 
character". Religion was an important indicator of advancement because savages were 
said to have "no solicitude about futurity". 109 Marsden's evidence on Sumatrans' notions 
of "futurity" ranked the Malays and Acehnese first followed by the Lampungs with the 
Bataks slightly in advance of the Rej angs. 11° Chapter 20 is so different in form that it is 
virtually an afterword. Nominally a chronology of Aceh, it is a political history of the 
treaties, wars and conquests of the Sultans and Rajas of polities bordering the Straits of 
106 Le. Lampung, [Rejang], Minangkabau, Batak, Aceh. 
!07 Modes of government, as distinct from justice, are discussed in Chapter IV. 
108 Marsden used the term to mean a sense of the hereafter or of God. Robertson, 1777, V. iii, p. 269, 
derided the "fanciful" theories of scholars who ascribed religious motives to the "rites and practices" of 
savages concerning "the events of futurity". Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 309: "superstition in its earliest form 
flowed from the solicitude of man to be delivered from present distress, not from his dread of evils 
awaiting him in a future life, and was originally ingrafted on medicine, not religion". 
109 Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 265. 
110 Marsden, 1783, p. 252: "If by religion is meant a public or private form of worship, of any kind; and if 
prayers, processions, meetings, offerings, images, or priests are any of them necessary to constitute it, I can 
pronounce that the Rejangs are totally without religion and cannot, with propriety, be even termed Pagans, 
if that, as I apprehend, conveys the idea of mistaken worship. They neither worship God, devil, nor idol". 
The Batak had a form of paganism, Marsden, 1783, p. 309: "there is ... an order of persons who may be 
denominated priests, as they perform the office of burying the dead, and of foretelling lucky and unlucky 
days, which they are extremely superstitious in the observance of: one of these is employed in each 
campong", and the Lampung followed Muslim practices. Marsden, 1783, p. 267: "The Mahometan 
religion has made considerable progress amongst the Lampoons, and most of their villages have mosques 
in them". Marsden, 1783, p. 315, wrote concerning the Acehnese: "Their religion is Mahometanism, and 
having a great number of Mosques and priests, it's [sic] forms and ceremonies are observed with some 
strictness". Marsden, 1783, p. 319, also noted that if accounts of the numbers of mosques were correct: 
"we must allow them to be the most devoted to religion of any people on the face of the earth". 
235 
Malacca. In the Chronology, he supplemented his few native sources 111 with European 
(including Portuguese, Dutch and French) accounts. His Conclusion, omitted from the 
1811 History, clarifies his "sociological" intentions. 112 
The 1783 narrative represents a gradual ascent of the scale (or a journey) from unspoiled 
nature through "societies ... and different forms ofwar"113 to, in the final chapter, 
"events, politics and people"; 114 from timeless realities to ephemera of events or a 
progression, and from the "original" to the "refined" or from the "uncivilised" to the 
"civilised". The search for origins and notions of an organic society go hand in hand. 
Marsden's reference to the passage from "anarchy to settled govemment"115 encapsulates 
the Enlightenment notions of the perfectibility of mankind inherent in their belief in the 
organic nature of society. The nexus between knowledge, language, and civilisation is 
symbolised by the sequence of chapters dealing with these subjects. A discussion of 
language and its Comparative Table occupy the same position in Marsden's text as does 
the same material in Forster. For Marsden's History, besides a comparative vocabulary 
which was a subset of his "Remarks" Table I, 116 there is the significant addition of 
specimens of Sumatran scripts. There was a tension between establishing the relationship 
between the Sumatran dialects and those of the wider region on the one hand and 
showing indisputably that the Malays were the most advanced people on the other. By 
proposing the Rejangs as the archetype or "standard'', but presenting his information 
111 Marsden, 1811, p. 297: "Malayan narratives ... are not to be too implicitly credited, on the faith ofa 
people who are fond of the marvellous, and addicted to exaggeration". Marsden, 1811 , p. 195: "With 
history and chronology the country people are but little acquainted; the memory of past events being 
preserved by tradition only". 
112 Marsden's Conclusion was largely concerned to argue that the Sumatrans were a suitable subject for 
history. By 1811 the linguistic motive was no longer paramount, and the whole work, now aimed at 
administrators' needs, had lost much of its scholarly and comparative rigour. Besides, as noted in Chapter 
II, not only had it served its purpose in providing "facts for philosophers" such as Blumenbach, but by 
1811 there was good reason to omit the Conclusion, because first Jones and then Leyden had connected 
Sumatrans with "the wild tribes". 
113 Braudel, (1949)1972, V. i, Part II, p. 353. 
114 Title of Part Ill of Braudel, ( 1949) 1972, V. ii, Part Ill, p. 901. 
115 Marsden, 1783, p. 211, where "anarchy" refers to man in the savage (or primitive) state and "settled 
government" to man in a civil state under the rule of Jaw. 
116 Marsden, 1783, p. 168, and Marsden, 1811, p. 203, headed "Specimens of Languages Spoken in 
Sumatra" (discussed in Chapter II). It covered five principal languages of the Malay Archipelago based on 
37 words including the numerals one to ten. See Appendix XIV. 
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using Malay terms, Marsden underlined the pre-eminence of the Malay language in the 
cultural hierarchy. He confined his attention to the principal groups of Sumatran peoples 
who met the eighteenth-century criteria for being described as "nations" (not tribes). 117 
The table was strongly linked to the text. Although the Nias vocabulary had featured in 
"Remarks" Table I, it was absent in 1783. The people ofNias had no script and their 
manners and customs as well as language placed them closer to the Further Polynesians 
than to the Sumatran peoples; therefore, they only appeared in footnotes in 1 783. 118 The 
Korinchi nation, whose script Marsden published in 1834, was not included in the text 
proper until 1811. 119 
From a savage to a social state 
The 1783 History relied on native informants as well as European, 120 and was intended to 
illuminate the native "thought world" and way oflife. 121 Marsden wanted to interpret the 
Asian "cultural heritage" in terms comprehensible to Europeans, 122 although this was 
something not previously done in scholarly accounts of the region. The writings of 
Rayna!, Robertson and Richardson all served as precedents. As Marsden explained, his 
117 For Marsden's use of the term "Nation" See Appendix IX. As discussed in Chapter I, the ideas of 
"nation" changed over the centuries and in the 1800s peoples formerly called "nations" were now more 
frequently described as "tribes". . 
118 The people of the island ofNias, who had no native script, but whose language was included in 
"Remarks" Table I, are not dealt with as Sumatrans proper, although in the 1783 History there are several 
references (in footnotes) to them which refer to their being in high demand as slaves for the Batavia market 
because of their fair skin and they also feature in the discussion of"leprousy". In the 1811 History, they 
were included in the final chapter which was devoted to the western Sumatran islands. 
119 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 287 reads: "At the back oflndrapour and Anac Soongey, lie the Countries 
of Serempaye and Corinchia, where the Malay manners or religion, have not made the smallest progress". 
The 1811 History, as noted above, promoted the Korinchi people from footnotes in the Minangkabau 
chapter to text in a separate chapter. 
120 The influence and ratio of Sumatran to European informants was greatly reduced in the 1811 History. 
For example, concerning edible birds nests he wrote on the basis of native information, Marsden, 1783, p. 
142: "The birds, during the building time, are seen in large flocks on the beach, collecting in their bills the 
foam which is thrown up by the surf, of which there is little doubt but that they construct their nests; after it 
has undergone, perhaps, a preparation, from a commixture with their saliva, or other secretion, with which 
nature has provided them for that purpose". In the 1811 History, (Marsden, 1811 , p. 175), he substituted 
the current (but erroneous) European theory for the correct Sumatran explanation. 
121 Marsden might be described as endeavouring to infer a "pre-history" of a people who had no archives 
and no "historical consciousness" in the European sense. 
122 Marsden was not seeking to escape his own "cultural heritage" or to deny his own "thought world", 
(phrases used in Smail, 1961, p. 74). As noted above, his area of innovation was in the social class of his 
subjects. 
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was a history of the peoples of Sumatra written, as far as possible, without reference to 
the history of the Europeans in the region, which was "foreign to [his] purpose": 123 
It is the history of the island, and its inhabitants, and not of European interests, 124 
that I attempt to lay before the public. 125 
The principal tribes of Sumatra, although literate, were not concerned with their own 
history in any Western sense. Genealogies were the province of the elite as were 
mythologies. 126 In lieu of "conventional" historical records, and to augment his detailed 
observation of current society, Marsden examined oral and written sources, myths and 
legends for historical "truths". Since he was endeavouring to be "scientifically" accurate, 
he could not invent what the Europeans displaced, nor what he could not observe. These 
are not, however, the only absences. Marsden preferred native informants and, to 
establish a "scholarly" aloofness or objectivity, 127 with one major exception, 128 he placed 
material derived from European sources in the footnotes. 129 It may have been prudent to 
123 Marsden did, however, include a detailed history of the Fort Marlborough settlement as a long 
footnote to his Chapter on the history of Aceh. Marsden, 1783, footnote pp. 368-37 I. Marsden, 1811, 
footnote pp. 450-53; this footnote brought the 1783 footnote up-to-date. 
124 Marsden appears to have disagreed with the Company policy. Marsden, I 783, p. I I 7: "How far, in a 
commercial light, this produce [pepper] answers the Company's views in supporting the settlements, is 
foreign to my purpose to discuss, though it is a subject on which not a little might be said". Marsden, I 838, 
p. 25: "A material change had been produced ... by a set of orders transmitted by the authorities at home 
(grounded on the interested misrepresentations of a speculator in East-Indian politics), which threw the 
management of the Company affairs into confusion, (and] divided the settlement into parties". Marsden, 
1838, p. 27. His brother, John Marsden, referred to "our mock reformers [in the Presidency]". 
125 Marsden, 1783, p. 11 7. He was not seeking to chronicle his own encounter with Asia nor like Rayna], 
for example, the general European contact with the East though in the 1783 History he included European 
activities when they impinged on Sumatrans. The 1783 History Chapter 22 on the history of Aceh dealt 
inter alia with European encounters, but in the 1811 History the politics of the European, and especially 
British, role is far more omnipresent, probably reflecting post-Penang British interest. 
126 Marsden, I 783, p. 253: "I recollect that an inhabitant of one of the islands further eastward, observed 
to me, with great simplicity that great men only went to the skies; how should poor men find admittance 
there?" 
127 While conscious that his own attitudes should be irrelevant, he was aware that his classical education 
could intrude. He noticed with reference to swidden agricu I tu re that: "Perhaps the prejudices of a classical 
education taught me to respect those aged trees, as the habitation or material frame of an order of sylvan 
deities, who were now deprived of existence", but he hastened on to justify his feelings on more "rational" 
grounds suggesting that even "without recourse to superstition" the felling of the forest giants was to be 
regretted. Marsden, 1783, p. 62. 
128 In chapter 12 he included the Rejang legal code that had been drawn up by his brother, John Marsden, 
then Resident at Laye. 
129 For example Charles Miller's account of his trip to Batak country is found in I 783 in the footnotes 
(Marsden, 1783, footnote to pp. 295-296), but in the 18 I I History (Marsden, 181 I, pp. 369ff.) it has been 
lifted into the text. In the first and second editions he based the text on data from his own observation, 
especially during his numerous trips around Sumatra (as noted in the Introduction), reading of the 
literature, indigenous and European, native informants, or factual material provided by his friends at 
Bengkulu that accorded with his own observation. 
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except "European interests"130 but it had the advantage of de-emphasising European 
contact and he could, like Pacific explorers, produce an account that focused on the 
"original" inhabitants. Since he needed to kept personal vignettes to a minimum 
Marsden's methodology, to a degree, sacrificed the sense of immediacy found in the 
journals. 
Marsden adopted a two step solution to the problem of the "extraordinary diversity of 
national distinctions and independent governments". First, although he knew he may 
have been risking the loss of scholarly rigour, 131 he narrowed his discussion down to five 
of the literate nations. 132 He allocated each nation a place on their own (top-down) ladder 
of progress in an order that replicates the Comparative Vocabulary headings: 
it is proper to distinguish the empire of Menangcabow and the Malays; in the next 
place the Achenese; then the Battas,133 the Rejangs; and next to them, the 
Lampoons.134 
A comparison of the punctuation in the above with Marsden's explanation of his 
"measures of civilisation" discussed below, indicates that he placed the Malays and 
"perhaps" the Acehnese ahead of the "other" Sumatrans with the Bataks and Rejangs 
equal and the Lampung last. 135 Possibly his reservations about the Acehnese were on the 
grounds that they were a mixed people. 136 Second, instead of describing each of his 
chosen tribes individually, Marsden pre-empted argument and selected one nation, the 
130 Since he may have needed to seek re-employment with the Company. Anonymous pamphlets critical 
of the Company have been attributed to his friends Dalrymple and Forrest. 
131 Because, Marsden, 1783, p. 34: "By attempting to reduce things to heads too general, we defeat the 
very end we propose to ourselves in defining them at all: we create obscurity where we wish to throw 
light". 
132 Marsden appears to have regarded the addition of another script to the History as too expensive or a 
work of supererogation. The Korinchi script and dialect were not added to the 1811 History and, as noted 
in Chapter II, only appears in Marsden's 1834 On Polynesian or East-Insular Languages. His friend John 
Crisp, who may have obtained this material, was dead by 1811. 
133 Marsden, 1783, p. 311: "This nation has preserved the original genuineness of its character and 
manners, more unmixed than any other inhabitants, at least of the northern part of the island". This he 
attributed to their isolation and divided government by petty chiefs. 
134 For the Comparative Vocabulary see Appendix XIV. Marsden, 1783, pp. 34-5. This listing might 
suggest three levels ofranking, given his opinion of the Bataks, but it should be read as two levels only to 
agree with his "measures of civilisation" rankings discussed below. 
135 Specifically his addition of China to the "First Class" as"; and perhaps China". 
136 Marsden, 1783, p. 38: "[Sumatrans] may in general be comprehended in the following description; 
excepting the Achenese, whose commixture with the Moors of the west of India, has distinguished them 
from other Sumatrans". 
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Rejang, as the representative (base) "standard" or archetype to summarize attributes 
which he believed were common to all (Malayo-Polynesian) Sumatrans in their 
"original" state. This strategy effectively displayed the similarities which were evidence 
that the Sumatran tribes were all related. Marsden in effect argued that because, in the 
"Remarks" paper, he had already proven the shared origin of Sumatran peoples on 
grounds of vocabulary used for their most primitive functions, there would be a 
commonality in their most basic everyday activities. 
Robertson's methodology in his History of America is analogous to Marsden's 
approach. 137 The customs shared by all Sumatrans were thought to be innate or primaeval 
responses to their environment or the "primary demands of nature". Although seeking to 
identify "original" characteristics, Marsden was aware that even customs they all shared 
may not necessarily be "original" and that his efforts would be impeded by "innovations" 
that would "render confused the path of an investigator". 138 Experience in the New 
World had shown that more primitive societies were always under threat of being 
annihilated if competing with more advanced ones. 139 Therefore, the best Marsden could 
do was find similarities in extant tribes as evidence of how the "original tribe" had 
lived. 140 He also admitted that the tribes may be more influenced by "Malay" customs 
(by which he meant principally Islamic) than he was able to detect and that he may not 
137 For the purposes of discussion, Robertson, V. i, p. 283, reduced all the "rude nations" of America to 
the very lowest common denominator for humanity on the grounds that: "The qualities belonging to the 
people of all the different tribes have such a near resemblance, that they may be painted with the same 
features". 
138 Marsden, 1783, p. v, noted that his efforts were impeded by the ebb and flow of outside influences 
that: "in a course of years, is productive of innovations that destroy the originality and genuineness of their 
[the Sumatrans] customs and manners, obliterate ancient distinctions, and render confused the path of an 
investigator". 
139 The "vanishing" American Indian was a common topoi. The precedent was the observation that the 
population of native Americans was sparse, Buffon, (1749)1866, V. i, p. 277-78: "Though we should allow 
the number of natives to be now reduced to a twentieth part of what they were on the first discovery of 
America, still this country was, even then, so thinly inhabited, that it must be considered as a desert''. and 
Hegel, 1975, p. 163: "Culturally inferior nations ... are gradually eroded through contact with more 
advanced nations". Among the reasons given for their "vanishing" was American Indians were "feeble" as 
Robertson had argued; see Appendix I, Carroll, 2002, pp. 15-16. 
140 Marsden, 1783, p. vi, was: "aiming at a more particular detail, in what respects the customs, opinions, 
arts, and industry of the original inhabitants, [were] in their most genuine state". 
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have been successful in separating out the "Malay" or Islamic influences. 141 Marsden was 
not suggesting that the Rejangs were the "original tribe", only that with them lay the best 
chance ofreconstructing an "original tribe". 
For Marsden' s scholarly purposes, the ideal "original" tribe was an isolated group 
unacquainted with Islam or any other of the revealed religions. According to Marsden, he 
selected the Rejangs as "the standard of description" partly because he was most familiar 
with them. More importantly he believed the Rejangs had the greatest claim to 
"originality", 142 because they had least contact with Islamic practices introduced by 
Malays and Javanese and were therefore less 'tainted' by Islamic influences. Although 
he chose the Rejangs for his "basic" or standard (or archetypal) representative, he was by 
no means suggesting that the (Malayo-Polynesian) Sumatrans were the island's sole 
inhabitants or that Rejang were as "primitive" as the Tahitians. Moreover, he knew of at 
least three other groups, belonging to a different race or races (presumably negrito) 
whom he described as the "aborigines of the island". 143 Throughout both versions of the 
History, the Malay people, the most advanced of the region, were exemplars and the 
Malay language the standard for the region. 144 
141 Marsden, 1783, pp. 37-38: " I must premise however that the Malay customs having made their way, in 
a greater or less degree, to every part of Swnatra, it will be totally impossible to discriminate with entire 
accuracy, those which are original from those which are borrowed ... [and] may sometimes be, in 
strictness, proper to the Malays alone, and by them taught to the highest rank of country people". 
142 Marsden, 1783, p. 37, (18 11, p. 43) being least affected by: "the encroachments of foreign manners 
and opinions, introduced by the Malays, from the north, and Javans [settlers in Lampung] from the south; 
which gives them a claim to originality, superior to that of most others". This text is replicated in the 1811 
History. When Drakard, 1999, footnote 27 p. 5, states Marsden "was antagonistic to the prejudice he 
perceived among Sumatran Malays which he appears to have associated with foreign influences", she 
appears to have confused the above with the passage cited as 1811, pp. 41-42, concerning Malays who 
because of their conversion to Islam "and consequent change of manners, have lost to a greater degree than 
some neighbouring tribes, the genuine Sumatran character, which is the immediate object of my 
investigation". 
143 Described in Marsden, 1783, footnote page 35. Marsden, 1783, p. 42, also described the orang 
Goonong who were "a distinct race of people" apparently different from the orang Cooboo and the hairy 
orang Googoo. These latter appear to equate with Linnaeus's Monsters. 
144 Although he chose the Rejangs as a kind of lowest common denominator of the "original" race of the 
island, he always provided the Malay tenn for objects, customs etc. and explained that the other races were 
adopting Malay custom etc. so that the measure of their "progress" was in fact a process of 
Malayanisation. 
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National character 
When delineating "national character'', 145 although Marsden stressed the commonality 
among Sumatran peoples, these similarities were discussed within the broader Malayo-
Polynesian context. The belief that tribes had a common origin, but that "varieties" had 
emerged because of the different conditions the individual tribes had experienced,'46 was 
well accepted "scientific" theory of the period. 147 It will be recalled (from chapter II) that 
Marsden's fellow expatriates, despite years spent in the region, had hitherto thought the 
Sumatran nations or tribes were completely unrelated, whereas similarities of the 
different Polynesian peoples had been instantly perceived. Hence, Marsden placed a 
greater emphasis on similarities in the History than on differences. Marsden regarded 
variations (or differences) between tribes as development that had occurred after their 
separation from the original tribe. 148 Differences he attributed to "moral causes" and 
described them in the chapters devoted to each nation's cultural and political life. 149 
When Marsden examined "moral" causes, there was no attempt to explain cause, he 
merely described the effect. 150 As in the "Remarks" paper, Marsden privileged factors 
that differentiated Sumatran nations from other nations and continued to focus on his 
contribution to the "history of man". Differences between the "other" Sumatrans and the 
Malays are discussed in Chapter IV. 
145 The eighteenth-century philosophy of "national character" was discussed in Chapter l of this thesis. 
146 Rayna!, 1777, V. iii, p. 39: "The further men depart from nature, the less must they resemble one 
another. The multiplicity of civil and political institutions necessarily occasions a difference in the moral 
character and natural customs of men, which is unknown to societies less complicated". 
147 Buffon, (I 749)1866, V. i, p. 286: "there was originally but one species, who, ... have undergone 
various changes by the influence of climate, food, mode of living, epidemic diseases ... that [these 
changes] are transmitted from generation to generation, as deformities or diseases pass from parents to 
children; and that, lastly, as they were originally produced by a train of external and accidental causes, and 
have only been perpetuated by time and the constant operation of these causes". 
148 Marsden, 1782, p. 156. 
149 Excepting the first chapter, only six out of nineteen chapters dealt with the differences between 
specific nations, namely Chapters 11 & 15 (Rejangs), 16 (Lampungs), 17 (Malays), 18 (Bataks), 19 
(Acehnese). The differences in the "moral causes" that operated on the Malays are discussed in Chapter 
IV. 
150 As he explained with reference to his general approach to the 1783 History; see Marsden, 1783, p. 27, 
previously quoted. 
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Physical causes 
Marsden believed that the similarities he discovered between the "national characters" of 
the Pacific and Sumatran peoples were evidence of the operation of "physical causes". 
Identifying certain characteristics of the peoples of the Archipelago (and the Pacific) as 
"Malayo-Polynesian or Austronesian" was to become a major feature of scholarly 
analysis and may be regarded as one of Marsden' s enduring legacies. tst Marsden was 
probably the first scholar to begin to list the essential features shared by "Malayo-
Polynesian" societies in general and differentiate them from those characteristics specific 
to an individual tribe or dialect group152 In 1783, although concentrated on the Sumatran 
inhabitants, the relativist comparison permeating the History was quite obvious to his 
contemporary audience, but by 1834 it needed to be made explicit: 
Natural appearances so similar would be thought sufficient to justify the belief of 
an original identity of race, and this is strengthened when we observe that 
practices of an arbitrary and peculiar kind, unknown to other parts of the world, 
are followed by the Polynesians in common with the Indo-Chinese; such as filing 
and blackening the teeth and sometimes casing them with gold, 153 eradicating 
hairs of the face and body,154 and distending the lobes of the ears. 155 Jn warfare 
also the custom equally prevails, of carrying a number of sharp-pointed bamboo 
stakes (ranjau), in order to their being stuck into the ground, for the purpose of 
annoyance and interruption to a pursuing enemy. 156 Even that of tattowing the 
limbs, although not in use with the Malays or of any of the more civilized tribes, 
is well known to flourish in several of the Philippine islands (where the people so 
marked are termed pintados ), as well as in some of those which lie off the 
western coast of Sumatra. t57 
151 Sometimes referred to as (B.W. Andaya, 2000, p. 232) "the Austronesian substratum across maritime 
Southeast Asia". 
t52 Yet Bastin, ( 1966) 1986, p. viii, called the History of Sumatra "old fashioned" and only substantiated 
this by reference to Harrison's article cited above. 
153 Marsden, 1783, pp. 46-47: "The great men sometimes set theirs [teeth] in gold, by casing, with a plate 
of that metal, the under row; and this ornament, contrasted with the black dye, has, by lamp or candle light, 
a very splendid effect. It is sometimes indented to the shape of the teeth, but more usually quite plain" . 
154 Marsden, 1783, p. 39: "The men are beardless ... It is the same in respect to other parts of the body, 
with both sexes; and this particular attention to their persons, they esteem a point of delicacy, and the 
contrary an unpardonable neglect". 
iss Marsden, I 783, p. 308: "The people of Neas are small in their persons; of a fair complexion, 
particularly the women, who are mostly sent to Batavia [as slaves] ... their ears are made to extend in so 
preposterous a manner as to be near touching their shoulders; which the purchasers of females sometimes 
get trimmed to the natural size". 
156 Marsden, 1783, p. 306, re the Bataks. 
157 Marsden, I 834a, p. 38. 
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Most if not all these practices would have been well known to readers of the maritime 
explorers' joumals. 158 Marsden was to say that "tattowing" was regarded by other 
peoples of the region as a national characteristic of the Malayo-Polynesians. 159 Although 
he had not, in all cases, made direct comparison with the Malayo-Polynesians of the 
Pacific, Marsden had covered all the above features in the History. He also made an 
important connection to mainland Asia pointing out that: 
Beside the pintados of the Philippines, [tattooing] prevails among the people of 
Laos, and has been observed of the Siamese, 160 
thus providing evidence for his theory, albeit tentative, of the Tartar (later modified to 
Indo-Chinese), origin of the Malayo-Polynesians.161 Connections with the western 
Archipelago are often unremarked and occasionally he repeated details available 
elsewhere but connections with the eastern Archipelago are completely ignored. For 
example, although Marsden refrained from duplicating descriptions of botanical and 
zoological subjects, 162 he duplicated notes on the production of salt, saltpetre (for their 
own use in gunpowder), and collecting birds-nests (for the China trade), all Archipelago-
wide activities. 163 He referred to Forrest when he needed a description of an audience hall 
of a royal palace, yet he failed to highlight similarities in his description of Sumatran 
158 For example Forrest, 1780, p. 300, wrote that the men were beardless, "plucking out with pincers the 
hairs as they begin to sprout". 
159 Marsden, 1834a, p. 30: "It should be observed that the practice of tattooing or puncturing the body and 
limbs, which prevails in many parts of the East, is here so generally and elaborately followed, as to be 
considered by their unadorned neighbours as a national characteristic". This was \Nritten in the context of a 
discussion of the Mantawei people of the Pagai (or Poggy) Islands. 
160 Marsden, 1783, p. 311. The Batak Priest is described as one "whose limbs are tattowed in the shape of 
birds and beasts, and painted different colors." The appended footnote reads as follows: " In the Nassau 
islands (called by the Malays the Poggees) the inhabitants (Orang Mantawaye) are universally tattowed in 
this manner, and their skin discolored. This custom appears to have been once very general in this part of 
the east, but an intercourse with other nations causes it to wear away. Beside the pintados of the 
Philippines, it prevails among the people of Laos, and has been observed of the Siamese. See an Historical 
Relation of Expeditions to those islands by Alexander Dalrymple, Esq." See Marsden, 1834, p. 30, re 
Pagai Islands. 
161 As discussed in Chapter II, these indicators were also used, in 1834, to make a possible connection 
between Taiwanese tribes and the Harafuras. 
162 Marsden, 1783, p. 84: "Besides those which I have attempted to give some description of, the 
following fine fruits are in great abundance, and to persons who have been in any part of India, in general 
well known". This is followed by a sequential lists of names. p. 93 : "The animal kingdom should claim 
attention, but the quadrupeds of the island being the same as are found elsewhere throughout the east, 
already well described, and not presenting any new species that I am acquainted with, I shall do little more 
than simply furnish a list of those which have occurred to my notice". 
163 Cf. salt making, Forrest, 1780, p. 221 with Marsden, 1783, p. 153 ; Saltpetre production Forrest, 1780, 
p. 186-188 with Marsden, 1783, pp. 139-140; gunpowder Forrest, 1780, p.298, Birds nests, Forrest, 1780, 
footnote p. 28 with Marsden, 1783, pp. 141-142. 
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everyday life with Forrest's account of Malays in Mindanao despite a high level of 
agreement, even to details of games played or the women's embroidery skills. 164 He drew 
parallels with the customs (including blackening the teeth) and religious ideas 
(including the creation myth) of the Philippine Islanders given in a rare manuscript with 
those of "other" Sumatrans, 165 yet when he discussed the belief of "other" Sumatrans in 
the transmigration of souls into alligators and tigers he appears to have assumed that 
connection with the Endeavour Journal description of similar beliefs among the 
inhabitants of the Sulawesi Islands about crocodiles was obvious.166 Thus the text relied 
on the readers' knowledge of contemporary context and discourse. 
Comparative links established between languages of the Archipelago and the Pacific in 
Marsden's "Remarks" were reinforced in the History by indicating similarities between 
the "national characters" of Sumatran and Tahitian peoples at the "physical causes" 
level. 167 For example, in giving his general description Marsden commented that: 
The women, however, have the preposterous custom of flattening the noses, and 
compressing the heads of the newly born ... Captain Cook takes notice of a 
similar operation at the island ofUlitea. 168 
164 Forrest chose the people of Mindanao, with whom he lived for three months, as his "archetypal" 
Malays in his Voyage to New Guinea (1780, pp. 231 ff). Forrest's description of the "standard" Malay is 
briefer than Marsden's, but their descriptions endorse the endemic nature of"Malay" culture. Points in 
common included the men's interest in ball games and cock-fighting, and the women's embroidery skills 
(but, as discussed below, not the loom), Forrest, 1780, p.298. Forrest, a flautist himself, was more 
complimentary than Marsden on the Malays' musical attainments. 
165 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 257ff., which he introduced as follows: "The manners of the natives of the 
Philippine or Luzon islands correspond in so many striking particulars with those of the inland of 
Sumatrans, and especially where they differ most from the Malays, that I think no doubt can be entertained, 
if not of the sameness of origin, at least of an intercourse and connexion. in former times, which now no 
longer exists". This long quotation includes the myth of the progenitors emerging from a bamboo shoot 
(similar to that contained in Raja Raja Pasai, 1960, pp, 46-50; p. 109ff; see also pp. 167-168 for relevant 
extracts from Sejarah Melayu, Seri Rama and Hikayat Marong Mahawangsa; Skeat, 1901, pp. 49-51). In 
1783 this footnote was attached to Chapter 15, but in Marsden, 1811, pp. 302-03, an abbreviated form was 
located in the chapter on the Lampung. 
166 Hawkesworth, 1773, V. iii, p. 7 59: "The Bougis, Macassars, and Boetons, are so firmly persuaded that 
they have relations of the crocodile species in the rivers of their own country, that they perform a 
periodical ceremony in remembrance of them". This was based on Banks' Journal account. Banks, 1963, 
V. ii, p. 425, corroborated this claim by retailing "one story out of the multitude I have heard". The story 
was one he obtained from a Batavian slave girl from Bengkulu. He also noted he had long been intrigued 
by travellers' accounts of this phenomenon. 
167 Marsden, 1783, p. 26, even noted that the "Arow" tree growing on certain parts of the west coast was 
similar to pines Cook, 1777, V. ii, pp. 134-140, found in the Pacific. 
168 Marsden, 1783, p. 39. 
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As will be recalled Robertson had described the "naked savage" as the nadir of 
civilisation. Marsden in depicting the Sumatrans as a fastidious people, with their own 
standards of behaviour, gradually built up a picture of a society with a degree of 
civilisation that, at the base level, equalled, if it did not exceed, the South Sea Malayo-
Polynesians. At the same time, he underlined evidence of links between the most 
"original" of the Sumatrans and the Pacific islanders. Marsden described the fabric made 
from native (breadfruit) tree bark used in the Rejangs' work clothes as "resembl[ing] the 
softer kind ofleather, some being nearly equal to the most delicate kid-skin" (rather than 
being like paper or cloth). 169 He thus emphasised its likeness to and superiority over 
Tahitian cloth. His description also made it clear that Rejang work-clothes, the only 
remaining examples of "original" Sumatran clothing, were sewn into garments, rather 
than being lengths of cloth with a hole in the middle. 170 Sumatran houses are also 
described as being far more substantial and "civilised" than those of the South Seas and 
New Holland peoples. 171 
Marsden noted that both Sumatrans and Tahitians paid meticulous attention to removing 
facial and bodily hair. Although they also had similar habits of regular bathing, Marsden 
barely mentioned bathing except to note that Sumatran people: "though cleanly in their 
persons, [were] dirty in their apparel which they never wash'', 172 or incidentally, as with 
reference to Sumatran superstitions: 
169 Marsden, 1783, p. 43: "The original clothing of the Sumatrans is the same with that found by 
navigators among the inhabitants of the South Sea islands, and now generally called by the name of 
Otaheitean cloth. It is still used among the Rejangs for their working dress, and I have one in my 
possession, procured from those people, consisting of a jacket, short drawers, and a cap for the head" .. 
17° Called teepoota. J.R. Forster, (1778) 1996, pp. 275-276, described the Teepoota. 
171 Marsden, 1783, p. 49: "The Sumatrans, however, in the construction of their habitations, have stept 
many degrees beyond those rude contrivances, which writers describe the inhabitants of some other Indian 
countries, to have been contented with adopting, in order to screen themselves from the immediate 
influence of the surrounding elements". 
172 Marsden, 1783, p. 174. Whereas Forster, (I 778) 1996, p. 248, has an extensive description, as does 
Forrest, 1780, p. 299, who also referred to the Sumatrans' habit of river bathing, Forster, 1780, p. 298. 
Collingham, 2001, p. 46: "cleanliness at the tum of the [19th] century was generally associated with clean 
linen rather than a spotless skin" and in the last quarter of 18th century men still powdered their hair in 
preference to washing it. 
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The Aligators, almost equally destructive [as tigers], owing to the constant 
practice of bathing in the rivers, are regarded with nearly the same degree of 
religious terror [as tigers]. 173 
According to Banks and J.R. Forster, ordinary Tahitians "commonly" drank water.174 
Marsden emphasised that Sumatrans ate meat rarely and drank only water. m Banks 
overtly and Marsden by implication were both indicating a difference from widely 
accepted notions of West Indian "natives".176 Abstemious races were thought to be mild 
and easily managed. 177 The Sumatran "nations" discussed were all said to be inland, or 
country, peoples. Forrest referred to boat-building as the Mindanaos' greatest skill. 
Although Sumatrans' riverine dexterity is commended,178 Marsden omitted any 
discussion of boat-building skills, thus avoiding reference to "treacherous" maritime 
Sumatran Malays. 179 Nevertheless, by noting that Sumatran iron tools were superior to 
similar wooden South Sea island artefacts, he drew attention to their superior manual 
skills. 180 
Marsden' s treatment of cannibalism among the Bataks is further evidence of relativism. 
The literate Bataks, despite their cannibalism, were not automatically excluded from 
claims to civilisation. 181 The Bataks' cannibalism was important evidence of the essential 
173 Marsden, 1783, p. 255. Marsden, 1783, p. 49, also mentioned bathing but only as a reason for 
situating their dwellings near lakes and rivers. 
174 Forster, (1778)1996, p. 252. "Clear water is their common drink". Also Banks, 1963, V. i, p. 345. 
175 Elsewhere Marsden mentioned their brewing intoxicating liquor. Marsden, 1783, pp. 152-53; he noted 
"but among the country people inebriation is perfectly rare". 
176 Banks, 1963, V. i, p. 345. 1783, p. 173: "He is temperate and sober, being equally abstemious in meat 
and drink. The diet of the natives is mostly vegetable; water is their only beverage." (Vegetarians were 
believed to be incapable of warlike aggression.) Forrest, 1780, p. 300, also reported the Malay's 
moderation in eating and drinking. Whereas a more popular notion of savage races was their use of 
intoxicants, as did the Tahitians and the Caribs of the West Indies or South America: Rayna), 1777, V. iv, 
p. 6: "And what reward have we (women) for these (domestic) labours? They drink; and, when they are 
intoxicated, they drag us by the hair, and trample us under foot". 
177 Rayna!, 1777, V. i, p. 56. In contrast to the Hindus, "the military people who indulge in animal food 
are more robust, courageous and sprightly ... than those of other classes who feed upon vegetables". 
178 Marsden, 1783,p. 119. 
179 Who were, however, mentioned in his discussion on the Malays, as will be discussed in Chapter IV. 
180 Marsden, 1783, p. 146-7: "Most of their smaller work, and particularly on the bamboo, is performed 
with the papateel, which resembles in shape, as much as in name, the patoopatoo of the New Zealanders, 
but has the vast superiority of being made of iron". He also noted the linguistic similarity in both 
"Remarks" paper and the Dictionary. 
181 Marsden, 1783, p. 253: "Sumatrans where untinctured by Mahometanism, do not appear to have any 
idea of a future state''. Marsden, 1783, p. 309 (re the Bataks): "They have some ideas ofa powerful Being, 
disposed to benevolence, and of another, the worker of ill to mankind; but they pay no worship to either; 
nor do they appear to entertain any hopes or apprehension of a future state. It is said that they have a name 
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Malayo-Polynesian character which the "original" Sumatrans shared with the Pacific 
peoples. Marsden found the notion of cannibalism distasteful and commented after 
describing the rituals: 
To such a depth of depravity may man be plunged, when neither religion nor 
philosophy enlighten his steps! 182 
Yet he accounted cannibalism among the Bataks as a pagan ritual,183 that, because of 
their isolation, had survived as part of their "original genuineness" of character and 
manners. 184 In the eighteenth century many believed that cannibalism was contrary to 
natural law, 185 and to be asked to believe that a literate "nation" was cannibalistic was 
repugnant and contrary to reason. 186 After noting that opinions had swung from one 
extreme to the other, he commented: 
But the varieties, inconsistencies, and contradictions of human manners, are so 
numerous and glaring, that it is scarce possible to fix any general principle that 
will apply to all the incongruous races of mankind. 187 
That Bataks ate flesh not as food, but as a ritual, he continued to maintain virtually to the 
end of his life. 188 Although Marsden was seriously challenged on this point, 189 he 
for the fonner, which they fear to pronounce, but I have some reason to think it the word "Daibattah", 
which I learned from a different authority; that name corresponding, as before observed, with the general 
name for the Deity throughout the east. The evil spirit they call Murgiso". 
182 Marsden, 1783, p. 301. 
183 Robertson, V. ii, p. 302: "Religion, which occupies no considerable place in the thoughts of a savage, 
whose conceptions of any superior power are obscure, and his sacred rites few and simple, ... but from the 
extravagance of their religious notions, or the barbarity of their rites, no conclusion can be drawn with 
certainty concerning the degree of their civilization. For nations, long after their ideas begin to enlarge, and 
their manners to refine, adhere to systems of superstition founded on the rude conceptions of early ages". 
The general as opposed to scholarly perceptions are discussed below. 
184 Marsden, 1783, p. 311. He attributed this to their distance from the sea, lack of gold, their government 
by numerous petty chiefs, and "the vegetable riches of the soil [can be} obtained in trade ... from the 
unmolested labors of the natives themselves". 
185 Forrest, 1792, footnote p. 38: "What Mr Marsden says of the Battas being cannibals. I have great 
reason to believe". He then reported the evidence he received from a Batak slave: "which may be called 
the progress of cannibalism" concerned the treatment of the executed body of a Batak convicted for wife 
stealing. The injured party, "a civilized Mahometan, put a bit of the roasted flesh in his mouth, bit it with 
anger, then spit it on the ground". As Causey, 2003, pp. 78-79, recounts, and as previously noted, 
Marsden 's references to the Bataks being cannibals had brought all sorts of criticism which ranged from 
Dalrymple's disbelief to the accusation from Leyden that Marsden had put too favourable a gloss on the 
data about the practice. See a footnote below. 
186 Causey, 2003, p. 79, "What made the Toba Bataks an exceptional case for the enlightened thinkers of 
the 1700s was that they also possessed a well-established system of law, complex architecture, and most 
important, a writing system based on ancient Sanscrit." 
187 Marsden, 1783, p. 300. "It then became established as a philosophical truth, capable almost of 
demonstration, that no such race of people ever did, or could exist. But the varieties, inconsistencies, and 
contradictions of human manners, are so numerous and glaring, that it is scarce possible to fix any general 
principle that will apply to all the incongruous races of mankind; or even to conceive an irregularity which 
some or other of them have not given into (sic)". 
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strongly defended his position in his 1811 History, even squeezing in further evidence 
gathered by a Mr W.H. Hayes as a final footnote to Chapter 22. 190 Although Marsden 
could claim that reputable scholars accepted cannibalism as "a practice well ascertained 
to exist in Sumatra and New Zealand", even in 1831 191 he felt obliged to defend the 
existence of cannibalism from scholarly attack. 192 Significantly, his corroborating 
evidence came from the eastern Archipelago. His witnesses asserted that those killed 
during a fight were eaten at public (not private) feasts and "no distinction is made 
between such as are slain and those who die a natural death". Marsden also noted "There 
is no deficiency of provision in this country". 193 
In determining Sumatrans' comparative levels of civilisation Marsden could show 
clearly that, as far as literacy and general education were concerned, the Sumatrans had 
achieved a higher level of civilisation than the Tahitians. Throughout, the 1783 History 
engages in a subtextual exchange with many of Forster's arguments, especially those on 
the origins of societies and those in which Forster equated Malays with the Polynesians 
188 He was not without scholarly support. Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 361: "Human flesh was never used as 
common food in any country ... the rancour of revenge first prompted men to this barbarous action. The 
fiercest tribes devoured none but prisoners taken in war, or such as they regarded as enemies''. 
189 Leyden, 1808, V. 10, p. 202, claimed that Marsden was misinformed and that Batak cannibalism was 
not restricted to the rituals cited by Marsden, but that the old and infirm members of the community were 
also consumed. Marsden defended his original contention that it was ritual treatment for enemies, or to 
signal disapproval of evil deeds perpetrated by their own people. Marsden, 1811, pp. 392-395, expanded 
his evidence in the 181 l History. 
190 Marsden, 1811, p. 463. He prefaced the addition: "Since the foregoing was printed, the following 
information respecting the Batta people, obtained by Mr Charles Holloway from Mr. W.H. Hayes, has 
reached my hands''. The actual account refers to an incident in July 1805. 
191 As late as 1831, Marsden published additional evidence to support his position on Batak cannibalism 
obtained when he had an opportunity to question the survivors of an attack in 1783 on the ship 
Northumberland's jolly-boat at an island off the west coast of New Guinea. Marsden, 1831, p. 126. There 
were three survivors. Marsden found the English carpenter's mate unreliable because: "it seemed to be his 
object to raise the importance of his adventures by giving them a romantic air''. Marsden preferred two 
Lascar crewmen who "showed no disposition to disguise or exaggerate the truth, and gave clear answers, 
distinguishing what they had themselves seen, from what they had been told". Although the crewmen had 
witnessed cannibalism, the victims had been killed in the affray which Jed to their capture, and none of the 
prisoners were killed for the purpose of cannibalism. 
192 Marsden, 1831, p. 3. He criticized scholars "who, from attachment to preconceived opinions, 
endeavour by captious arguments, or by ridicule, to discredit what is supported by unexceptionable 
testimony, are equally enemies to the cause of truth, with those who by plausible relations give colour to 
what is false". 
193 Marsden, 1831,p.128. 
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of the Society Isles. 194 Marsden used his own subset of the eighteenth-century century 
criteria for ranking nations on a scale of civilisation. Forster's principal measure was the 
status of women: 
The rank assigned to WOMEN in domestic society, among the various nations 
has [a very] great influence upon their civilization and morality ... The more 
debased the situation of a nation is ... the more harshly we find the women 
treated. 195 
This was an area in which Sumatrans failed to meet European expectations. European 
elites regarded their own "refined" behaviour towards women (of their own class) as 
indicative of their advanced state of civilisation. 196 Treating women as beasts of burden, 
exploited through hard labour, was regarded as a characteristic peculiar to the East. 197 
The umbrella of domestic slavery covered such widely diverse matters as polygamy, 
childbearing, and suttee as well as field labour. Montesquieu wrote that: 
the slavery of women is perfectly conformable with the genius of a despotic 
government, which delights with treating all with severity. Thus at all times have 
we seen in Asia domestic slavery and despotic government walk hand in hand 
with an equal pace. 198 
Europeans expected to find evidence of "domestic slavery" in the East. Cook, for 
example, in his second voyage reported of the women on Tanna that: 
the females do the most laborious work, as if they were pack-horses. I have seen a 
woman carrying a large bundle on her back, or a child on her back and a bundle 
under her arm, and a fellow strutting before her with nothing but a club or a spear 
or some such thing ... I cannot say the women are beauties; but I think them 
handsome enough for the men, and too handsome for the use that is made of 
them. 199 
J.R. Forster also described the abject condition of women in New Zealand, 200 which he 
contrasted with the position of Tahitian women.201 These ideas were encapsulated in 
194 J.R. Forster, (1778)1996, p. 226 (on the basis of Poivre). Although Forster was a member of the Royal 
Society he had made himself relatively unpopular with the establishment over his disputes with the 
Admiralty concerning the form of his publication on natural history discoveries made during the voyage. 
195 J.R. Forster, (1778) 1996, p. 258. 
196 Difficult as it is with benefit of hindsight to accept, in class-ridden Britain and Europe, women wage-
slaves of the lower classes in mills, mines, and domestic service, it seems, were "invisible" to scholars. 
197 An attitude perpetuated into the next century and celebrated in the famous 19th century painting, "The 
Gleaners" (1857), by Jean Francois Millet, usually taken as a portrayal of Ruth and Naomi. 
198 Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. i, Book XVI, chap. 9, p. 256. 
199 Cook, 1777, V. ii, p. 79. 
200 J.R. Forster, (1778)1996, p. 258. 
201 J.R. Forster, (1778)1996, p. 260: "In 0 -Taheitee, the Society, the Friendly Isles and the Marquesas, 
the fair sex is already raised to a greater equality with men; and if, from no other reason, from this alone 
250 
Raynal's famous passage from Book XII,202 where he gives, in the form of an apostrophe, 
the lament of a West Indian woman being reprimanded by a Jesuit priest for murdering 
her new born daughter. This passage rehearses all the "sufferings" of "native" women as 
perceived by European scholars.203 
Tahitian women were portrayed as enjoying considerable social and political status204 
and, although Marsden told of a female Batak raja205 and the Queens of Aceh,206 the 
inferior position of Sumatran women weakened Marsden's case for their nations being 
considered "civilised". Women appeared to be an underclass and, when unmarried, no 
more than property and source of potential income. (After marriage women were a 
significant source of labour.) Since agriculture was considered "the justest criterion of 
civilization",207 establishing that Sumatran society had attained a high level of agrarian 
expertise was an important factor in supporting Marsden' s claim to their being stable, 
amenable and "civilised" nations. Although men had specific tasks, they could not be 
described as "sturdy peasant yeomanry" since field work that men performed in Europe 
was largely in the realm of women's work in the East. Thus women's role in field labour 
presented Marsden with a dilemma. Traditional patterns of Asian agriculture, 
we might be allowed to pronounce, that these islanders have emerged from the state of savages, and ought 
to be ranked one remove above barbarians". 
202 Rayna!, 1777, V. iv, pp. 4-6. For the full extract see Appendix VIII. The first section dealing with 
livelihood reads: "Would to God, 0 Father! Would to God that, at the instant of my birth, my mother had 
shewed love and compassion enough for her child, to spare me all the evils I have endured and those I shall 
still suffer to the end of my life! .. . Represent to yourself, 0 Father, the troubles that are reserved for an 
Indian woman among these Indians. They accompany us into the fields with their bow and arrows; while 
we go there laden with an infant which we carry in a basket, and another which we carry at our breast. 
They go to kill birds, or to catch fish; while we are employed in digging the ground, and, after having gone 
through all the labours of culture, are obliged also to bear those of the harvest. They return in the evening 
without any burden [i.e. they hunt without success), and we bring them roots for their food, and maize for 
their drink. As soon as they come home, they go and amuse themselves with their friends; while we are 
fetching wood and water to prepare their supper. When they have eaten they fall asleep; and we pass 
almost the whole night in grinding the maize and preparing the chica for them .... " . 
203 But Robertson was to describe the "native savage" as insensate and incapable of the sensibility of the 
civilised. See Appendix I, Carroll, p. 15. 
204 J.R. Forster re married women. The Pacific explorers had chronicled their encounters with Queen 
O~ea on Tahiti; Banks, 1963, V. i, p. 266ff. 
205 Marsden, 1783, p. 303. 
206 Who reigned from c. 1650-1700. See Marsden, 1783, pp. 366-372. 
207 Marsden, 1783, p. 59. 
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particularly rice culture, were alien to western customs and women's participation was 
generally stigmatized as reducing them to "domestic slavery". 
In Marsden's first edition he seldom made explicit reference to women's role in the 
labour force except in the case of the Batak women, whom he described as "little better 
than slaves", noting that "They alone, beside the domestic duties, work in the rice 
plantations".208 Otherwise, apart from women's contribution in the pepper plantations, 
discussed below, it is usually difficult to identify women's tasks. For example, he 
described the planting of dry rice: 
The husbandman enters the plantation; as it is usual to call the paddee field; with 
a sharp stake in each hand, and with these makes holes on either side of him, at 
equal spaces, as he proceeds. Another person follows him with the seed, of which 
he drops a few grains in each hole; leaving it to accident or the winds or rains to 
cover it. 209 
This section is considerably amended in the 1811 History where, after a more detailed 
description of the dibbles and of making the holes for seed, Marsden continues as 
follows: 
These [the husbandmen] are followed by the women and elder children with 
small baskets containing the seed grain (saved with care from the choicest of the 
preceding crop) of which they drop four or five grains into every hole, and 
passing on are followed by the younger children, who ... cover them lightly from 
the adjacent earth.210 
No detail is given in the section on harvesting or "Reaping" in the earlier editions where, 
although the separate tasks are enumerated, reference to the harvesters' gender is 
omitted, but in the 1811 History it is stated that: 
When [the padi] ripens, if all at the same time, the neighbours are ... summoned 
to assist, and entertained for the day: if a part only ripens first, the family begin to 
reap it, and proceed through the whole by degrees.211 
208 Marsden, 1783, p 298. He continues: "These are prepared in the same mode as in the rest of the island; 
except that in the central parts, the country being clearer, the plough drawn by buffaloes, is more used". 
209 Marsden, 1783, p. 64. 
210 Marsden, 1783, p. 71 . The procedure is almost identical in Madagascar. Poivre, 1779, p. 19: "Les 
Madecasses ou Malegaches, (c'est le nom des habitants de cette isle) ne cultivent guere d'autres grains que 
le riz. Ils le sement au commencement de la saison des pluies; ils sont par-la dispenses d'acouder leurs 
champs. Ils ne donnent a leur terre d'autre labour qu'avec la pioche; ils commencent par serfouir [to hoe] 
toutes !es herbes; puis 5 a 6 hommes se rangent en ligne dans le champ, & font devant eux des petits trous 
dans lequels les femmes ou des enfants qui suivent, jettent quelques grains de riz qu'ils couvrent de terre 
avec le pied". 
211 Marsden, 1783, pp.65-66,and 1811, p. 72. 
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Since typically "rural peasants" of Europe were male, the picture of women carrying 
burdens and doing the drudgery of field work was for eighteenth-century scholars the 
epitome of "uncivilised" tribal society, and might rank Sumatran society below the 
Tahitians if Forster's measures of civilisation were observed. 
Women and children made important contributions to the East India Company's pepper 
production. Contracts for married couples assumed women and children would 
contribute labour at least equal to one man, in addition to providing for their own 
subsistence and self sufficiency in food, shelter and clothing. 212 Nevertheless, in the 1783 
History, women and children are notable by their absence and not until the 1811 History 
is there is any particularisation of their tasks. In 1783 harvesting was described as 
follows: 
Small baskets slung over the shoulder, and a triangular ladder are used in 
collecting the fruit; which when gathered is spread out upon mats. 
whereas in 1811 the role of the "dependants" is described: 
It [the pepper] is collected in small baskets slung over the shoulder, and with the 
assistance of the women and children conveyed to a smooth level spot of clean 
hard ground.21 3 
In the 1783 History, Marsden was reluctant to spell out tasks performed by women and 
children and minimised this aspect of their lives because he was anxious to rate 
Sumatrans at a relatively high level of civilisation. The passage on weaving (under the 
heading " looms") is ambiguous in all editions,214 moreover the yarns being woven, which 
would have included silk, are not directly specified, 215 nor are spinning techniques 
discussed. Silk, although only mentioned incidentally in 1783, was apparently a 
substantial Sumatran industry.216 Perhaps embroidery could be acknowledged as a 
212 Marsden, 1783, p. 114: "The inhabitants, by the original contracts of the head men with the company, 
are obliged to plant a certain number of vines: each family one thousand, and each young unmarried man, 
five hundred ... ". 
213 Marsden, 1783, p. 105. Marsden, 1811, p. 137. 
214 This may have been because he was reluctant to report that weaving was generally done by slaves. 
John Anderson, Mission to ... Sumatra, I 826, p 312: "In almost every house at Batubara is one or more 
looms: and the slave girls spin, dye, and weave". 
215 Marsden, 1783, p. 231 , does tell us that on festive occasions the young girls wear clothing that is silk 
of their own weaving. 
216 Marsden, 1783, pp. 170-171 quoted in an above footnote. Silk was once an export product as reported 
in Pires, (1944)1990, V. ii, p. 140, but probably the trade had been undermined by British trading in Indian 
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women's occupation because it was a genteel pastime in Europe, where weaving and 
spinning were not.211 Marsden appears reluctant to clarify whether both sexes 
participated.2 18 At that time Europeans judged a nation' s quality by the skill and strength 
of its men, not its women.219 
When Marsden turned to a discussion of Sumatran legal systems, although legal aspects 
of land tenure were to be important to future administrators of the Malay Peninsula, 
Marsden's account of women' s chastity, marriage and polygamy customs had greater 
relevance in 1783 than in 1811. Marriage and related issues were important areas where 
unquestionably (in European eyes) the Sumatrans rated above the Tahitians who were 
unable to compete with Sumatran moral rectitude. Nevertheless, the Residents 
endeavoured to "reform" Sumatran marriage practices. The Bengkulu Residency was 
chronically under-populated, depleted through outbreaks of smallpox for example, and 
sufficient labour for the East India Company's plantations was unavailable locally.220 
Some administrators believed high "bride prices" and customary marriage laws, which 
could reduce women to the status of slaves, were responsible for low birth-rates. 
Residents endeavoured to replace certain customs which they found uncivilised, such as 
marriage by ambil anak whereby the roles were reversed and the man was treated as 
property of the wife's family, (explained in his Dictionary as a means of keeping a 
silks, Salmon, 1760, p. 459. Cf. Marsden, 1811, p. 183: "Silk and cotton cloths, of various colours, 
manufactured by themselves are worn by the natives in all parts of the country; especially by the women. 
Some of their work is very fine, and the patterns prettily executed ... For spinning cotton they make use of 
a machine very like ours". Marsden, 1783, p. 317, notes concerning Aceh: "their s ilk manufacture is much 
decreased within these twelve years, owing they say, to an unavoidable failure in the breed of silkworms; 
or more probably to the decay of the industry among themselves". Cf. Marsden, 1811, p. 400, which adds 
"proceeding from their civil disturbances". 
217 Marsden, 1783, p. 148. 
218 In the weaving mills in England, much of the labour force was male. 
219 Rayna!, 1777, V. iii, Book xi, p. 390: The favourable national character [of the male elite of Guinea] 
is "only to be applied to that class which in all countries stamps the character of the nation. The inferior 
orders and slaves are further removed from this resemblance in proportion as they are debased or degraded 
by their occupations or their conditions". 
220 Bastin, 1965, footnote, p. 65, notes epidemics in 1748 and 1780-82. In 1754 the residency was 
described as "thinly inhabited" Bastin, 1965, p. 67. 
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daughter at (her parents') home),221 with Malay practice of semenda melayu.222 Because 
Tahitians practised infanticide,223 the Sumatrans' low fertility rate224 was problematic for 
Marsden. He sought to repudiate any suggestion that similarities might exist between 
South Sea Islanders' morals and those of the Sumatrans225 and to dissociate Sumatrans 
from part-negritos of the eastern Archipelago. Forster had noted in his Observations that 
if fairer nations: 
promiscuously intermarry with negroes ... there are just reasons to suspect that 
their character and complexion must gradually degenerate, and become more 
debased. 226 
Marriage as a monogamous, sacred or legal, contract was not something Europeans 
generally associated with nations of the Pacific or Archipelago. Marsden's discussion of 
marriage customs was located within the discourse on Eastern sexuality. He confirmed 
Sumatrans' early puberty, and repeated Banks' notion that it may account for their small 
size,227 but except for the Bataks denied that polygamy was more than a rare indulgence 
even among elite Sumatrans.228 
Marsden endorsed Montesquieu's ideas on the physiological effects of climate on 
humans, but refused to accept one moral law for "northern nations" and another for 
"southern nations". Montesquieu's contention was that women's condition in society 
was completely dependent upon climate because early co-habitation was a natural law 
221 Marsden, 1812a, p. I 4: "Ambel anak a mode of marriage (in Swnatra) by which a father matches his 
daughter to a man of inferior condition, in order to keep her at home" (but which seems to be evidence of a 
matrilineal practice). 
222 Marsden, I 783, p.193: "Marriage by ambel ana, which rendered a man and his descendants the 
property of the family he married into, is now prohibited". The customs were Semenda me/ayu whereby a 
sum was paid to the wife's family and .Jujor where, unless her family refrained from collecting the entire 
debt thus retaining the talli kooloo (tie of relationship), the woman was sold to the husband. 
223 Banks, 1963, V. i, pp. 35 l ff., suggests that infanticide was practised by "more than halfofthe better 
sort of the inhabitants of the Island". 
224 Rayna!, 1777, V. iv, p. 4 . "The state of servitude in which women are kept in the New World, is 
undoubtedly the principal cause of the want of population in this part of the globe". 
225 The sexual promiscuity of Tahitian and other Malayo-Polynesian island women had been reported by 
all the Pacific explorers. 
226 Forster,(1778)1996,p.183. 
227 Marsden, 1783, p. 41: "The small size of the inhabitants, and especially of the women, may be in some 
measure owing to the early communication between the sexes; though, as the inclinations which lead to 
this intercourse are prompted here, by nature, sooner than in cold climates". Cf. Banks, 1963, V. i, p. 334, 
regarding the "inferior" class of Tahitians. 
228 Marsden, 1783, p. 233: "The dictates of frugality are more powerful with them, than the irregular calls 
of appetite, and make them decline an indulgence, that their law does not restrain them from". 
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for tropical countries and that polygamy was the natural outcome of oriental 
despotism:229 
It [Nature] has given women charms and has wanted her ascendancy to end with 
these charms, but in hot countries these are found at the beginning and never 
through the course of their lives.230 
These sentiments were shared by Raynal23 ' and Marsden.232 Montesquieu cited statistical 
evidence to suggest that polygamy arose because of an excess of women over men in the 
population, a contention Marsden dismissed as erroneous. Although Marsden 
acknowledged Sumatrans' moral behaviour was influenced.by the laws of climate, he 
refused, on moral grounds, to allow that polygamy was ever acceptable, because it was: 
a vice, that has its source in the influence of a warm atmosphere, upon the 
passions of men, which like the cravings of other disordered appetites, makes 
them miscalculate their wants. It is probably the same influence, on less rigid 
nerves, that renders their thirst of revenge so much more violent, than among 
northern nations; but we are not therefore to pronounce murder to be physically 
conformable to a southern climate. 233 
Bataks were the only Sumatrans he noted as regularly practising polygamy and, 
significantly, whose women he described as "domestic slaves". Marsden maintained that 
monogamy was a "natural law" based on human capacity rather than human desire.234 
Marsden maintained Sumatrans guarded women's chastity in part because it enhanced 
their value in the marriage market. By implication Sumatrans would never indulge in 
female infanticide.235 Women were a saleable commodity and a significant source of the 
family fortunes: 
229 Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. i, Book XVI, sect. 8, p. 255: "There are climates where the impulses of 
nature have such force that morality has almost none". 
230 Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. i, Book XVI, sect. 2, p. 252. 
231 Rayna!, 1777, V. iv, p. 6. The fleeting charms of women being a condition that encouraged polygamy 
was a point made by Rayna! in his apostrophe (see Appendix VIII) when the woman lamenting refers to 
being replaced by a younger woman who: "commands us and our children, and treats us as her servants" 
and refers to polygamy as "living in a state of slavery". 
232 Marsden, I 783, pp. 24 7-48: "Sumatran women ... [experience] the early decay of their beauty and 
strength. They have the tokens of old age, at a season of life when European women have not passed their 
prime". 
233 Marsden, I 783, pp. 233-4. He added: " It must further be considered, that the genial warmth which 
expands the desires of the men, and prompts a more unlimited exertion of their faculties, does not inspire 
their constitutions with proportionate vigor". (Hence, Marsden is suggesting, the small population?) 
234 That Marsden was prepared to challenge Montesquieu in this area is most revealing of his commitment 
to the spirit of the new age of criticism. 
235 Girl babies were not therefore subject to the risk of infanticide as was notoriously the case in China. 
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Chastity prevails more perhaps among these than any other people. It is so 
materially the interest of the parents to preserve the virtue of their daughters 
unsullied; as they constitute the chief of their substance; that they are particularly 
watchful in this respect. 
If, however, despite all care, sex came before marriage, 236 the family had means of legal 
redress at their disposal. These were, as discussed elsewhere, monetary, not corporal 
punishments. The father could 
oblige the man to marry her, and pay thejoojoor;237 or ifhe chuses to keep his 
daughter, the seducer must make good the difference he has occasioned in her' 
value, and also pay the fine, called tippong boomee, for removing the stain from 
the earth.238 
Women had certain legal and property rights after marriage and were protected, in 
certain ways, from exploitation after marriage, a contract which, if the tie of relationship 
had not been paid out, could be terminated without financial hardship for the woman (or 
her family). 
Hierarchy 
As illustrated in this chapter's epigraph, notions of hierarchy deeply embedded in the 
Enlightenment psyche engendered a preoccupation with humankind's progress from a 
primitive to a "polished" (mercantile) society. Chapter I explored conditions conducive 
to a state of civilisation, or progress towards it, that reinforced traditional eighteenth-
century mores, and a belief in the civilising benefits of increases in knowledge and 
commerce, and the superiority of European culture. 239 The whole eighteenth-century 
world was perceived in terms of hierarchy, as explained by Pope: 
Order is Heaven's first law: and, thus confessed, 
236 Marsden, 1783, p. 222: "but as marriages in general do not take place so early as the forwardness of 
nature, in that climate, would admit, it will sometimes happen, notwithstanding their precaution, that a 
young woman not chusing to wait her father's pleasure, tastes the fruit by stealth". 
237 Sale price of the bride. 
238 Marsden, 1783, p. 222. 
239 Hawkesworth, 1773, V. i, p. xix: "Although commerce and arts in some instances expose life, in others 
they preserve it; they supply the wants of Nature, without rapine and violence, and by producing a common 
interest, they prevent the inhabitants of the same country from being divided into different clans, which 
among savages are almost perpetually committing hostilities against each other, with a ferocious cruelty 
which is not to be found where civil government and literary knowledge have meliorated the manners of 
mankind. Upon the whole, therefore, it seems reasonable to conclude, that the increase of knowledge and 
commerce are ultimately common benefits; and that the loss of life which happens in the attempt, is among 
the partial evils which tenninate in general good". 
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Some are and must be greater than the rest. 240 
Thus, people were ranked according to class and nations according to levels of 
civilisation. The educated elite was convinced that Europe of the Enlightenment 
represented the peak of human achievement. They acknowledged that Britons were but 
"savages" when the Chinese and other Eastern empires were already mighty. Great 
Britain's rapid rise was regarded as little short of miraculous because, despite the great 
gulf that separated a Britain whose people were still bedaubed with woad from their 
present "polished" state, chronologically, it was but yesterday: 241 
Great Britain itself, when first visited by the Phoenicians, was inhabited by 
painted Savages, not, perhaps, blessed with higher attainments than are possessed 
by the present natives of New Zealand; certainly less civilized than those of 
Tongataboo or Otaheite.242 
Reasons for Britain's success were constantly reviewed and "decline" greatly feared. 
Yet at the same time, this pervasive sense of cultural superiority was to be, almost 
insensibly, transmuted into a sense of racial superiority. These attitudes find expression 
in Thomas Warton's preface to his History of English Poetry which commences as 
follows: 
In an age advanced to the highest degree of refinement, that species of curiosity 
commences, which is busied in contemplating the progress of social life, in 
displaying the gradation of society, and in tracing the gradations from barbarism 
to civility. That these speculations should become the favourite topics of such a 
period is extremely natural. We look back on the savage condition of our 
ancestors with the triumph of superiority; and are pleased to mark the steps by 
which we have been raised from rudeness to elegance ... It ... encourages us to 
cherish that cultivation, which is so closely connected with the existence and 
exercise of every social value.243 
Since speculations on "gradation of society" were "favourite topics" of the period, 
knowledge acquired by the Pacific explorers of the late 1760s was eagerly received. The 
first three paragraphs of Warton' s History were cited in full by the editor of Cook's third 
voyage who continued: 
We need not here observe, that the manners, monuments, customs, practices, and 
opinions of the present inhabitants of the Pacific Ocean, or of the West side of 
240 Essay on Man, Epistle IV, II, stanzas 49-50. Rationalized (stanzas 63-64) as: "All nature's difference 
keeps nature's peace . . . But fortune's gifts, if each possessed/And each were equal, must not all contest". 
241 Marsden, 1783, p. 49: "Asiatic nations .. . [were] manifestly surpassed by people who compared with 
them, are but of very recent date". 
242 Cook, 1784, V. i, p. lxxii. 
243 Warton, 1764, p. [i]. 
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America, form the strongest contrast with those our own time in enlightened 
Europe.244 
Warton asserted that studying the antecedents of modem society was not merely 
"fruitless gratification to the fancy" but an important contribution to knowledge. 
Measures of Civilisation 
Marsden derived the "Measures of Civilisation" discussed in his "Comparative State of 
Society" chapter245 from the works of Robertson, Richardson and Poivre, whose 
influence was discussed in the Introduction. The measures were intended to serve as a 
"scientific" means of assessing a nation's state of civilisation. Marsden was confident 
that Sumatrans scored well on his selected measures. Robertson's measurements of 
civilisation were quite faithfully reflected in the summary given in the History which 
reads: 
There are three scales, pointed out by different writers (le Poivre [sic], Robertson, 
and Richardson) by which to measure and ascertain the state of civilization any 
people have arrived at: one is the degree of perfection of their agriculture; another 
their progress in the art of numeration; and the third the number of abstract terms 
in their language. [Marsden continued) Forming a judgment by these tests, the 
reader will be able to determine with what share of propriety I have assigned the 
above ranks to the Sumatrans. 246 
In the preceding chapters, Marsden had covered agriculture, numeracy, languages and 
literacy, all topics pertinent to his "measures", as well as commerce and the 
(manufacturing) arts, which were regarded as the prerequisites of "progress" or 
civilisation. 247 
Agriculture and cultivation of the soil were regarded as crucial to the progress of nations; 
conversely, wild unassisted nature was believed to be "unwholesome" and an indication 
that the inhabitants were savages. Robertson regarded tilling the soil not only as evidence 
of civilisation but as a social obligation, and agrarian labour as contributing to the moral 
244 Cook, 1784, V. i, p. lxx. 
245 Marsden, 1783, pp. 169-170. 
246 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 170. These measures were also applied by Rayna!, as can be observed in 
quotations given subsequently in this chapter. 
247 Rayna!, 1777, V. ii, p. 483 : "most of the sciences depend on the progress of the arts, and these on 
accidents which do not occur naturally, but in a course of several centuries". 
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wellbeing of a people.248 Richardson's statements on agriculture are mainly confined to 
noticing the Tartars' disinclination to till the land.249 Poivre's "Travels" provided the 
most succinct statement of agriculture as a measure of civilisation. In an appreciation of 
the people, trade, and agriculture of the major countries of the region Poivre commented 
that agriculture: 
never fails to prosper among wise nations who know how to honor and encourage 
it; - it supports itself but feebly amongst a people half polished ... it languishes, 
and its influence is scarcely to be observed amongst barbarians, who despise it.250 
Banks had praised the beauty of Savu Island, even though "parched ... by a drought", not 
because of its verdure, but because of its ordered cultivation and similarly Marsden was 
appreciative of the pepper plantations bearing witness to human endeavour.251 Marsden 
described the Sumatrans as depending on husbandry for their subsistence, and their 
methods as highly productive252 despite being "a people, with whom agriculture is in its 
infancy".253 He pointed out that, despite a general belief in the fertility of the tropics, 
Sumatran soil was "sterile", and portrayed the agricultural practices of ladang254 farming 
as requiring considerable labour.255 This emphasis on the Sumatrans was submerged in 
the 1811 History, which gave more emphasis to products than people.256 
248 See Appendix I, Carroll, 2002, pp. 18-20. 
249 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xxx: "Without those restraints on matrimony, which are found in civilized 
communities, their numbers had naturally a prodigious increase; and as they despised the idea of 
cultivating the ground, the same extent of country which could have maintained thousands of husbandmen, 
was often found insufficient for hundreds of roaming pastors". 
250 Poivre, 1818, p. 6. The original reads (Poivre, 1769, pp. 2-3): "II prospere chez les nations sages, qui 
savent )'honorer & )'encourager; ii se soutient foiblement chez peouples a demi-polices, qui lui preferent 
les artes frivoles, ou qui etant assez eclaires pour sentir son utilite, sont encore trop esclaves des prejuges 
de leur ancienne barbarie, pour se resoudre a affranchir & a honorer ceux qui l'exercent; ii languit & on 
apper~oit a peine son influence chez Jes barbares qui le meprisent". 
251 Banks, 1963, Y. ii, p. 159: "the gentle sloping of the hills ... were cleared quite to the top and planted 
in every part with thick groves of the fan Palm . .. How beautiful it must appear when coverd with its 
springing crop of Maize, Millet, Indigo &c . ... the verdure of Europe set oflt] by the stately pillars oflndia 
- Palms I mean .. . requires a poetical imagination to describe and mind not unacquainted with such sights 
to conceive". For Marsden's similar responses, see Appendix I, Carroll, 2002, pp. 23-24. 
252 See Appendix I, Carroll, 2002, pp. 23 -24. Cf. Poivre, (1779, p. 19-20) who also noted the great 
productivity of the rice harvest in Madagascar: "une terre ensemencee de la forte rapportejusqu'a 80 & 
100 pour un; ce qui prouve I' extreme fertilitie du sol plutot que la bonte de la culture. Quelque mal-
entendue qu'elle paroisse, elle suffit pour mettre Jes peuples de Madagascar dans l' abondance. Je n'ai vu 
aucun pays dans le monde ou le riz & les approvisionnements essentiels soient a meilleur marche". 
253 Marsden, 1783, p. I 07 ( phrase omitted from the 1811 History). 
254 Ladang is a dry (not irrigated) clearing. 
255 Marsden, 1783, p. 68: "I think the soil of Sumatra is in general rather steril (sic), than rich."; he 
(Marsden, 1783, p. 69ff.) also mentioned the "barrenness of the land" in connection with European 
experimental plantations and discussed the nature of Ladang shifting culture of crop (dry) rotation 
demanded by the need to let the relatively infertile land lie fallow for long periods. He noted (Marsden, 
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Numeracy was a generally accepted measure of civilization. Marsden included activities, 
such as trade, and the arts, scientific, technical and liberal, as evidence of numeric 
skills,257 all of which were believed to encourage the progress of civilisation.258 Required 
in order to trade or barter, numbers were among the first vocabulary regularly collected 
in a new tongue, and a ready comparative measure.259 Besides the linguistic aspects 
(already discussed), numeracy was further significant because it accurately reflected 
national differences. Rayna! discussed the Peruvian quipu260 as did Marsden and 
Robertson.261 Regarding numeracy, Robertson wrote: 
Among savages, who have no property to estimate, no hoarded treasures to count, 
no variety of objects or multiplicity of ideas to enumerate, arithmetic is a 
superfluous and useless art. Accordingly among some tribes in America it seems 
to be quite unknown. 262 
Marsden, doubtless for these reasons among others, always included numerals in his 
comparative vocabularies. He described Sumatran and Malay numeracy in terms of 
arithmetic abilities, methods of counting, which prefigured decimal arithmetic, their 
1783, p. I 07: "the labor that attends [making] them [ladang or unirrigated clearings] is considerable". 
Pepper, pp. 106-107 is described as needing a less fertile soil; and rice crop, pp. 62, 69. 
256 Marsden, 1811, Chapter 7 on agricultural products grown for the commercial market is considerably 
expanded with information useful for planters. The section (Marsden, 1811, pp 146- 148) on nutmeg and 
cloves is new, as is the more detailed description of the camphor wood tree, and the paragraph on camphor 
oil and its price is new as is the paragraph (Marsden, 1811 pp. 159-160) on dragon's blood (a dye used in 
varnish). Other additions, such as the footnote (Marsden, 1811, p. 158) on coffee, merely add new sources 
of information on the progress of its cultivation. 
257 Marsden, 1783, pp. 144, 146. It was noted that for their filigree work, the Malays used the Chinese 
bellows, but that a different design was used by native Sumatrans for iron making. 
258 Rayna!, 1777, V. i, p. 3: "[The Greeks were] Happy in possessing so few natural advantages, since the 
want of these awakened that spirit of invention and industry which is the parent of arts and opulence"; p. 7: 
"In Greece the arts of trade met with men, in Europe with slaves". 
259 For example, Rayna!, 1777, V. ii, pp. 476-77: "The Peruvians, though at the very source of gold and 
silver, knew not the value of coin. They had neither commerce nor luxury; and the more minute arts, which 
owe their existence to the intermediate wants of social life, were in a very imperfect state among them". 
260 OED online 2nd edn, 1989: "quipu: A device of the ancient Peruvians and others for recording events, 
keeping accounts, sending messages, etc., consisting of cords or threads of various colours, knotted in 
various ways". 
261 Rayna!, 1777, V. ii, p. 477; Robertson, 1777, V. ii, p. 304; Marsden, 1783, p. 156: "When they may 
have occasion to recollect at a distance of time, the sale of any commodities they are carrying to market, or 
the like, the country people often assist their memory, by tying knots on a string, which is produced when 
they want to specify number. The Peruvian quipos were, I suppose, an improvement upon this simple 
invention." Both Marsden and Robertson confine its use to calculations, but Rayna! suggests a more 
ambitious used for recording their histories. 
262 Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 310. 
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calculation of calendar time, distance, weights and measures, standards of exchange263 
and expertise in gambling.264 
Remembering that war in the eighteenth century was still regarded as a noble activity,265 
Marsden's appreciation of the Malays, Bataks and Acehnese mastery of the art of 
making guns and gunpowder, which he maintained predated European contact, becomes 
significant. Sumatrans also produced the special steel used in daggers, parangs (swords 
or scimitars) and by the Malays in their kris. The Sumatran Malays' mastery of filigree 
work, which outdid the work of European (and other Archipelago) artisans, excited his 
greatest admiration.266 Although Marsden commented on Sumatrans' ability to read the 
stars and calculate tides267 he notes 
The ideas of Geography, among such of them other as do not frequent the sea are 
perfectly confined, or rather they entertain none. They do not know that the 
country they inhabit is an island, nor have they any general name for it.268 
He was later after a wider experience of the literature to withdraw his claim that the 
Malays had no notion that Sumatra was an island.269 Despite noting that Malays lived on 
263 Marsden, 1783, p. 156. Knowledge of Astronomy was also included in this category. 
264 Marsden, 1783, p. 236. Re cock fighting "they often game high at their meetings" and 1783, p. 237: 
"A man who has a high opinion of ... his cock, will not fight him under a certain number of dollars, which 
he places in order on the floor: his poorer adversary is perhaps unable to deposit above one half: the 
standers by make up the sum, and receive their dividends in proportion, if successful". 
265 Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 179: "It is one of the noblest functions of history, to observe and delineate 
men at a juncture when their minds are most violently agitated, and all their powers and passions are called 
forth. Hence the operations of war, and the struggles between contending states, have been deemed by 
historians, ancient as well as modem, a capital and important article in the annals of human actions". 
266 Forrest, 1780, p. 299. Forrest also referred to the filigree work of the Mindanao Malays which was not 
executed "near so well as Malays generally do on Sumatra and Java". 
267 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 33: "Owing to this uniformity it becomes an easy matter for the natives to 
ascertain the height of the tide at any hour that the moon is visible. Whilst she appears to ascend, the water 
falls, and vice versa; the lowest of the ebb happening when she is in her meridian. The [vulgar] rule for 
calculating the tides is rendered also to Europeans, more simple and practical, from the same cause. There 
only needs to add together, the epact* (*i.e. age of the moon on !st Jan), number of the month, and day of 
the month, the sum of which, if under thirty, gives the moon's age - the excess, if over. Allow forty eight 
minutes for each day, or which is the same, take four fifths of the age, and it will give you the number of 
hours after six o'clock, at which high water happens. A readiness at this calculation is particularly useful in 
a country where the sea beach is the general road for travelling". This footnote was amended in the 1811 
History, (Marsden, 1811 , p. 39) by the addition of"vulgar". 
268 Marsden, 1783,p.157. 
269 Marsden, 1811 , pp. 11-12: "When on a former occasion it was asserted (and with too much 
confidence) that "the name of Suma1ra is unknown to the natives, who are ignorant of its being an island, 
and have no general name for it", the expression ought to have been confined to those natives ... in the 
southern part of the west-coast". Cf. Marsden, 1783, p. 4, and Marsden, 1811, p. 193, cf. Marsden, 1783, 
p. 157. 
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the sea-board, references to the Malays' marine and navigational skills are notable for 
their paucity.270 Marsden (and later Crawfurd)211 discussed music of the Archipelago in 
the context of technical and mathematical skills.272 In the eighteenth century, music was 
held to be a powerful civilising instrument and a pacifying influence on "hardy and 
fierce" peoples.273 In enumerating the instruments, Marsden noted that the serdam or 
country flute was similar to the Tahitian flute, and likened Sumatran music to "the native 
Irish". 274 
Language was Marsden's most important "Measure of Civilisation". As already noted, 
his discussion, for comparative purposes, was restricted to literate Sumatran nations. 
Robertson wrote the following about language, but it had broader implications: 
The mind of man while he is in the savage state ... is unacquainted with all ideas 
which have been denominated universal, or abstract, or of reflection ... This is 
remarkably the case with the ruder nations of America, that their languages ... 
have not a word to express any thing but what is material or corporeal. Time, 
space, substance, and a thousand other terms which represent abstract and 
universal ideas, are altogether unknown to them.275 
His reference to "time, space and substance" relate to ideas on numeracy that Marsden 
had been careful to include. Richardson, too, identified language as an important 
indicator for assessing the state of a society.276 Linguists at this time regarded 
"copiousness", which was the measure of the number of unique concepts, as distinct 
from synonyms, in a language as characteristic of advanced languages. Consequently 
lack of "copiousness" was considered to show the reverse. Thus as Richardson stated: 
A poverty of dialect is generally accompanied by savagery and ignorance: 
refinement is only advanced by a general diffusion of knowledge.277 
270 Marsden, 1783, p. 36 and also Marsden, 1783, Chapter 17. 
271 Crawfurd, 1820, V. i, pp. 327ff. He included music with medicine in "Science and the Higher Arts". 
272 Marsden, 1783, Chapter9, pp. 143-160. 
273 Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. i, Book IV, chap. 8, p. 39. 
274 The Malay flute was the "Sooleen". The Irish were then regarded as virtual "savages". Marsden, 1783, 
p. 160. Forrest, 1780, p. 297. Forrest, a flautist himself, said about Mindanao instrumental music that "All 
proves jargon and discord". 
275 Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 312. 
276 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. i: "The great original of the whole is Man. In all investigations of this 
important subject, Language claims a superior degree of attention: in many points it will be found a most 
unerring guide; and, when viewed on philosophic grounds, may be considered as one great barometer of 
the barbaritv or civilization of a people". 
277 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. i. This follows immediately upon the preceding quotation. 
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For language and literacy, Marsden relied on his Comparative Vocabulary Table 
summarising data that proved the Sumatran and Malay languages were related and he 
complemented this with an engraved reproduction of the three non-Arabic scripts. He 
abandoned the Rejangs as his standard and depended chiefly upon an account of the 
verbal dexterity displayed in Malay pantuns. His grammatical analysis was confined to 
the Malay language. He emphasised that where literate nations were Muslim, there 
would be an admixture of Arabic words for abstract concepts.278 Although he discussed 
the "other" Sumatran literature elsewhere, in Chapter 10 he concentrated on reiterating 
and complementing the "Remarks" paper's points concerning the existence of literacy as 
such and the mechanical details of ink and writing mediums. 
Marsden's introduction to Chapter 11 dealing with "civilisation" mirrors the sentiments 
in the paragraph from Thomas Warton quoted above: 
Considered as a people occupying a certain rank279 in the scale of civil society, it 
is not easy to determine the proper situation of the inhabitants of this island. 
Though far distant from that point to which the polished states of Europe aspired, 
they yet look down, with an interval almost as great, on the savage tribes of 
Africa and America. 280 
Marsden's select list provided a neat way of justifying his placing some Sumatrans at the 
midpoint of the scale. He had already provided graphic evidence indicating the Malays 
and Sumatrans were related. Marsden's final goal was to justify his contention that the 
Malays were the most advanced of the Malayo-Polynesian peoples, but he began by 
dealing with all Sumatrans, suggesting: 
Perhaps if we distinguish mankind summarily into five classes; but of which each 
would admit of numberless subdivisions; we might assign a third place, to the 
more civilised Sumatrans, and a fourth, to the remainder. 
As in his ranking in Chapter II, the Malays and Acehnese were the nations Marsden rated 
above the "other Sumatrans", largely because of the educational benefit derived from 
278 Marsden, 1783, p. 163: "Their writing is in the Arabic character, very little corrupted, owing to which, 
and the adoption of their religion from the same quarter, a great nwnber of Arabic words are incorporated 
with the Malay". 
279 For a discussion of "ranking" see Appendix I, Carroll, 2002, p. 21. 
280 Marsden, 1783, p. 169. 
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their conversion to Islam;281 the remaining nations were "pagans". Being "pagan" did 
not, however, disqualify those included in the first class: 
In the first class, I should of course include some of the republics of ancient 
Greece, in the days of their splendor; the Romans, for some time before and after 
the Augustine age; France, England, and other refined nations of Europe, in the 
latter centuries; and perhaps China. 282 
As noted in the Introduction to this thesis, Chinese culture was highly esteemed in 
Europe. Even a tentative inclusion of China in the first class is a significant indication 
that Marsden concurred with the general view. A concern about the fate of empires is a 
recurrent theme in Enlightenment histories. As discussed in earlier Chapters, the 
longevity of the Chinese empire remained an enigma that tantalised politicians and 
historians alike. 283 China was believed to be "equally [as] ancient" as the Egyptian 
Empire.284 China, alone among the great civilisations, had been able to defy the 
supposedly inexorable onset of decline and fall and had outlasted many other highly 
civilised nations and empires. Raynal noted that where other ancient empires had fallen 
into decay "China alone has been exempted from fatality." To explain this phenomenon, 
he turned to "Laws of Climate" for an environmental "cause". He contrasted Europe's 
geographical location, which he claimed was conducive to political instability, with 
China's more favourable location which 
comprehends almost all the eastern extremity of the continent of Asia ... But the 
Chinese, who are encompassed and defended on all sides by seas and deserts, 
have, like the ancient Egyptians, given a lasting stability to their empire.285 
Thus China was ranked with ancient Egypt; and was also regarded as on a par with 
ancient Athens. 286 Throughout the Enlightenment, China remained a powerful empire 
with her language, literary and cultural attainments highly esteemed and her people 
281 Marsden, 1783, p. 251: "With Mahometanism, a more extensive field of literature (I speak in 
comparison) is opened to it's converts, and some additional notions of science are conveyed". 
282 Recalling that Marsden had, as discussed in Chapter II, included Chinese as one of the languages in his 
"Remarks" Tables. 
283 As discussed in Chapter II, the Chinese were of interest in relation to the question of possible 
progenitors of the Malayo-Polynesian people. Some held that the Chinese were really just "refined" 
Tartars. 
284 Raynal, 1777, V. ii, p. 256. 
285 Raynal, 1777, V. i, p. 105-106. 
286 Raynal, 1777, V. ii, p. 369. 
265 
famed for their industry,287 wisdom288 and good govemance,289 and whose "national 
character" elicited great respect. Although the days when Europe acknowledged the pre-
eminence of the Chinese empire were on the wane, its might was still respected and, 
even into the nineteenth century, its longevity remained puzzling.290 
It is unclear whether Marsden would have ranked the Melaka empire "in its days of 
splendour" with the ancient Persian and Egyptian empires. He believed the extensive 
Minangkabau empire built up in earlier centuries had shrunk because the 
Minangkabauans' former higher level of civilisation had fallen into "decline". Marsden 
suggested the second class: 
might comprehend the great Asiatic empires at the period of their prosperity; 
Persia, the Mogul, the Turkish, with some European kingdoms. 
As discussed in the previous chapters, there is no evidence that he was aware before 
1793 of an historic Hindu presence in the Archipelago, and although an informed 
knowledge of the ancient Empire was yet to come,291 modem Hindu civilisation was, and 
continued to be, poorly regarded well into the nineteenth century.292 
287 Rayna!, I 777, V. ii, p. 246: "Industry prevails among the Chinese more than among any other people 
in the world, perhaps, indeed, it is the only country in which no idle person can be found". 
288 Rayna!, 1777, V. ii, p. 249: "A people so famed for their wisdom could not fail of meeting with a 
favourable reception wherever they went". 
289 Raynal, 1777, V. ii, p. 247, recognised that: "the empire may be very well governed" but thought the 
sharp practices of the Chinese trading with Europeans showed that: "the morals of the people must be very 
bad". 
290 Servus (William Milne), Gleaner, 1819, pp. 119-120: "There is one principle which China has always 
held, and which is, in my opinion, the cause of her magnitude. It is the principle of an impartial distribution 
of state office and honors ... irrespective of wealth, or hereditary claims ... I submit ... the system [is] ... 
the great secret of the Chinese aggrandizement." 
291 Rayna!, 1777, V. i, p. 35: "the celebrated countries of India have long engaged the attention of the 
philosopher and the historian, whose conjectures have assigned to their earliest inhabitants an era of the 
most extraordinary antiquity .... Even before the age of Pythagoras the Greeks travelled to India for 
instruction ... proofof their great progress in the arts of industry". Raynal, 1777, V. i, pp. 38-39, stated 
that the sacred books of the Brahmins were inaccessible to Europeans; it was well known in the 1770s that: 
"by the most antient traditions, the Indians appear to have been the first who received the rudiments of 
science, and the polish of civilisation". As noted in the Introduction, there was scant credence given by 
British scholars such as Richardson and Jones to evidence of Hindu culture until the publication of Charles 
Wilkins' translation of Bhagavad Gita, which marked a new era in the appreciation of the ancient 
civilisation oflndia. Schwab, (1950)1984, p. 35. 
292 Although the Brahmins were remarked upon as "fair skinned", the modem Hindus were regarded as a 
dark race. See Carroll, 2002, p. 9. Cassels, 1991, p. 63, notes that the historian, James Mills, in 1818 rated 
the Hindus below the Peruvians. 
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In the third class, along with the Sumatrans, Xoloans [sic],293 and a few other 
states of the eastern Archipelago, I should rank the nations on the northern coast 
of Africa, and the more polished Arabs. 
Arabian nations ranked lower than the Persian empire, despite their role in preserving 
and disseminating classical learning. Besides including marauding Saracens of the north 
African coast, nomadic Arab nations were herdsmen and shepherds and therefore classed 
as "barbaric" according to Montesquieu' s definition, whereas the Persians were a settled 
agrarian nation. 294 
Marsden portrayed Malays (and Acehnese) as literate peoples with considerable skills, as 
well as an established form of government, and a "revealed religion". Despite his belief 
that reactionary doctrines of Islam either caused formerly great civilisations to "decline" 
or prevented progress (to be discussed in Chapter IV), Marsden ranked them equal to the 
"nations on the northern coast of Africa and the more polished Arabs".295 The Malays' 
familiarity with commerce and their renown as consummate traders could have earned 
them this position.296 The Acehnese had a similar reputation as astute traders.297 
Commerce and trade were believed by eighteenth-century Europeans to promote the 
growth of knowledge and civilisation.298 Certainly Europe's great leap forward, by which 
they had overtaken the Islamic world, had coincided with the discovery of new avenues 
293 Presumably Marsden first heard of these people from Forrest or Dalrymple. Xoloans were omitted in 
the 1811 edition. Cf. "The Joloans [ofSulu], as is well known, are open pirates, whose only ambition is to 
steal, and assault men in order to sell them elsewhere" (Sande, 1578, p 176) quoted in Reid, 1983, p. I 70. 
294 Montesquieu, (I 748)2002, V. i, Book XVIII, sect. XI, p. 276, defined the difference between savages 
and barbarous nations: "the [savage nations) are dispersed clans, which for some particular reason cannot 
be joined in a body; and the latter are commonly small nations, capable of being united. The savages are 
generally hunters; the barbarians are herdsmen and shepherds". This gradation is reflected in one of the 
senses of the present day meaning of barbarian, as illustrated by a quotation in OED Online, 2nd edn: 
Arnold, Life & Corres. 1844, V. i, vii, 408, "I believe with you that savages could never civilize 
themselves, but barbarians I think might''. 
295 Marsden, 1783, p. 169. 
296 Rayna!, 1777, V. iv, p. 7, quoted as the epigraph to this chapter. 
297 Marsden, I 783, p. 3 I 5: "In their dispositions ... more active and industrious than their neighbours; 
they possess more penetration and sagacity; have more general knowledge; and as merchants, they deal 
upon a more extensive and liberal footing. But in this latter respect, I speak rather of the traders at a 
distance from the capital". 
298 Rayna!, I 777, V. i, pp. 285-6: "men become connected with each other [through war and navigation] 
by dependence or intercourse. The refuse of all nations, mixing together during the ravages of war, are 
improved and polished by commerce; the intent of which is, that all nations should consider themselves as 
one great society, whose members have all an equal right to partake of the convenience of the rest [and] 
supposes an inclination and a liberty between all nations to make every exchange that can contribute to 
their mutual satisfaction". Rayna! cited the above as "a first principle of society". 
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for commerce through maritime exploration. 299 As discussed in Chapter I, in the 
Enlightenment, agriculture and commerce were regarded as the twin pillars of every 
great and prosperous nation. This is demonstrated in the writings of Raynal and 
Robertson and reflected in Marsden's evaluation of the Sumatrans. 
That Sumatran Malays and Acehnese should be rated by eighteenth-century Europeans 
as having progressed further in the scale of civilisation than the Mexican or Peruvian 
empires may be surprising. Not all historians held the latter pair in high regard; 
Robertson, for example, rated these empires well below European and Asiatic nations300 
and Raynal regarded them as minimally numerate and noted that the Peruvian language 
lacked abstract words:301 
The fourth class, with the less civilized Sumatrans, will take in the people of the 
new [sic] discovered islands in the South Sea; perhaps the celebrated Mexican 
and Peruvian empires; the Tartar hordes, and all those societies of people in 
various parts of the globe, who, possessing personal property, and acknowledging 
some species of established subordination, rise one step above [the remainder]. 
Respect for property, along with a desire for liberty and independence were, in the 
Enlightenment, important indicators of the progress of civilisation. These were counted 
among the fundamental values.302 For example, the moral values of the Tlascalans of 
Mexico303 were highly commended, in part because they respected property and treated 
299 Frank, p. 261: "the discovery of the Americas with its golden and silver monetary riches then made the 
westward journey profitable. It offered the Europeans their first real opportunity to ante up in the Asian 
dominated global casino"; p. 272: "The Ottoman economy became gradually weaker during the first half of 
the eighteenth century and decline accelerated in the last third of the century". Braudel, V. i, p. 466: "With 
the last quarter of the [sixteenth] century, the English, French and Flemish (or rather Dutch) came to 
occupy a central position in Levantine trade, for they always paid cash". 
300 Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 270: "Even the most cultivated nations of America were strangers to many 
inventions, which were almost coeval with society in other parts of the world" and Robertson, 1777, V. i, 
pp. 368-9: "The empires of Peru and Mexico ... their progress in civilisation, when measured by the 
European or Asiatic standards, was inconsiderable". 
301 Rayna!, 1777, V. ii, p. 483: " lt appears clearly, that the Peruvians had made scarce any advances in the 
abstract sciences; they even wanted words to express moral or metaphysical ideas". 
302 Rayna!, 1777, V. i, p. 81 , wrote concerning the emancipation of serfs in Europe that: "From that time 
the right of property began to be introduced among private persons, and gave them that kind of 
independence, without which, property itself is an illusion. Thus [came about] the first dawnings of 
liberty". 
303 Raynal, 1777, V. ii, p. 368: "Such were the [Tlascalan] people whom the Spanish distained to 
acknowledge of the same species with themselves." 
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theft as a serious crime.304 Given their notoriety for lax morals and reputation for petty 
theft, placing the South Sea Islanders in the fourth class may seem inconsistent, but they 
belonged to the same (Malayo- Polynesian) language family. This was, for Marsden, the 
over-riding factor: 
In 0-Taheitee, the Society, the Friendly Isles and the Marquesas, the fair sex is 
already raised to a greater equality with men [than in New Zealand]; and if, from 
no other reason, from this alone we might be allowed to pronounce, that these 
islanders have emerged from the state of savages, and ought to be ranked one 
remove above barbarians. 305 
Although in 1783 few vestiges of the "noble savage" still clung to the agrarian (but 
unlettered) Tahitians, the Pacific discoverers had looked favourably upon their 
consultative system of monarchy, a highly esteemed hallmark of civilisation. 
The fifth group comprised tribal peoples lacking social organisation who lived as 
nomadic "hunter-gatherers". They were described as savages and were: 
the Carribs, the New Hollanders, the Laplanders, and the Hottentots, who exhibit 
a picture of mankind in its rudest and most humiliating aspect. 306 
These peoples were all objects of curiosity. Regarded as the most primitive 
representatives of the original "savages" of the New World, "India", Europe and Africa, 
there was a great demand among scientists of the day for specimens of their skulls. It is 
no coincidence that the fourth and fifth groups pre-figure Blumenbach's 1795 five 
varieties. As discussed in Chapter II, Marsden would not have agreed with either 
Blumenbach's 1775 or 1781 treatises on human varieties307 since they both put ''New 
Hollanders" in the same variety as Malayo-Polynesians. Blumenbach's 1775 division of 
mankind into four varieties specifically mentions the "New Hollanders".308 In 1781, 
Blumenbach omitted reference to the New Hollanders but his new fifth variety 
comprised the whole "new southern world" and included both black and brown races.309 
304 Rayna!, 1777, V. ii, p. 368, stated that among the Tlascalans of Mexico: "Theft, adultery, and 
drunkenness, were held in detestation; and the persons guilty of those crimes were doomed to banishment". 
305 J.R. Forster, (1778)1996, p. 260. 
306 Marsden, 1783, pp. 169-170. 
307 Entitled De Generis Humani Varietate Nativa. 
308 Blumenbach, (1775)1865, p. 119. 
309 Blumenbach's 1781, footnote, p. JOO, version names the varieties according to the geographical area 
of the globe they inhabit. Thus: "Finally the new southern world makes up the fifth''. He began with the 
Sunda Islands (i.e. the Malay Archipelago) and included all inhabitants east to the coast of America. 
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A Papuan or Native of New Guinea. l 0 years old. By William Daniel, 
Raffles, History of Java, London, 1817, V. ii, p. ccxxxvi . 
Marsden had a much more informed knowledge of these races and in aiming to "correct" 
these ideas, he also wished to separate the Malays from any connection either with the 
negritos, wherever found in the region, or with the negrito-Malays of the western 
Archipelago. 
In the eighteenth century, the word "Carib" (or "Carrib") had the connotation of 
cannibal.310 The Carib was one of the races inhabiting the West Indies who, at the time of 
discovery, or before European contact had "improved" them, were judged to be 
completely unregenerate. The people were reputed to be unable to cultivate crops and 
therefore to have been completely savage.311 They were also said to be unable to think,312 
and were regarded as "feeble minded". In their island situation, they were exemplars of 
"the savage" in "detached societies [which] arrive at improvement by slow and difficult 
degrees".313 The "New Hollanders" were recent additions to tribes numbered among the 
most primitive on earth and were depicted with grossly abnormal physique by artists on 
the Endeavour voyage.314 Cook described male negrito tribesmen of the Pacific as 
"resembling pismires"315 and this perception is accurately echoed in Raffles' Papua Boy 
image316 and Marsden's descriptions.317 The "dark skinned" Lapps were cited by 
310 OED Online 2nd edn 1989. 
311 Rayna!, 1777, V. iii, p. 447. Thus they had, in Raynal 's words, "the character of savages". 
312 Buffon, (1749)1866, V. i, p. 273-74, notes: "Though the Negroes have little genius, their feelings are 
extremely acute . .. they are naturally affectionate". Buffon, ( 1749) 1866, V. i, p. 279, quoted Father de 
Tertre as his authority for saying: "These savages, though they never think have a pensive melancholy 
aspect". Blumenbach, ( 1775) 1865, p. 121, could not credit that an engraving of a Carib's skull published 
by a fellow scientist was of a normal specimen. Banks was to procure a Carib skull which he presented to 
Blumenbach. 
313 Rayna!, 1777, V. ii, pp. 342-3. He continued "They derive no advantages from those discoveries, 
which time and experience throw in the way of other people; neither do the chances of acquiring 
knowledge occur so frequently among them". 
314 See Appendix XVIII for an example of an Australian Aboriginal portrayed in a stance similar to that 
often used for pictures of orang utangs. 
315 Cook, 1777, V. ii, p. 34, with reference to the Malicolo people: "They are the most ugly, ill-
proportioned people I ever saw .... But what most adds to their deformity, is a belt or cord which they 
wear round the waist, and tie so tight over the belly, that the shape of their bodies is not unlike that of an 
overgrown pismire [or ant]". 
3 16 See illustration ofRaffies "Papua Boy" in this chapter. 
317 The Travels of Marco Polo, 1818, note pp. 620-21. "The inhabitants of the Andamans appear to be in 
every respect similar to the Papuas or natives of New Guinea; and as the lower part of their faces project 
much more beyond the line of the forehead than those of the Africans, with little appearance of chin, our 
author is excusable in comparing them to the muzzles of certain animals". Marsden, I 834a, pp. 3-4, 
describes the Papuans and New Hollanders as a: "totally distinct race (possibly the more indigenous of the 
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contemporary philosophers as an extreme example of the adverse affects of the frigid 
zone on human development and both Laplanders and Hottentots were classed as 
pigmies. Although Hottentots of Southern Africa were said to be a "wandering 
independent people, jealous of their liberty",318 Poivre and the Cook journals had done 
nothing to dispel the strange notions of the physical characteristics of the Hottentots of 
Africa.319 
Regardless of increased knowledge, in the late eighteenth century all the peoples in this 
fifth group were the archetypal "ignoble" savages: they were portrayed as grim-faced, 
naked, "miserable specimens''. Their behaviour was reported as violent and 
unpredictable (in other words, Europeans could not understand or empathise with them). 
They were objects of scientific rather than human interest. Robertson, for example, 
suggested that in New Holland were found people in the earliest state of man's progress 
and that 
A comparison of the manner of its inhabitants with those of the Americans will 
prove an instructive article in the history of the human species.320 
Marsden had refrained from complicating his hierarchy by including the American 
Indians, whom Robertson placed below the Tahitians,321 but he exploited these 
resonances to emphasise differences in levels of civilisation between the Sumatrans and 
other Polynesians and savages and indeed he pre-figured Blurnenbach's 1795 division 
between the "black" and "brown" races as discussed in Chapter II. Although notions 
concerning the moral dimensions of laws of climate had been significantly modified by 
Robertson and others, it was still widely held that the most primitive races of the world 
two), approaching in their physical character to, although not identified with, the most ill-favoured tribe of 
African negroes, having thus skins nearly black, 'projecting muzzles', and hair crisp and frizzled, and 
growing in small tufts". 
318 Buffon, (1749)1866, V. i, p. 274. 
319 lt was said that many Hottentot women developed a flap like a piece of leather over their pubic bone 
which partially covered their reproductive organs. This travellers' tale apparently originated with Peter 
Kolb[ en) (1675-1726), who wrote an account of his voyage to the Cape of Good Hope in 1705 which was 
included in many collections of voyages, e.g. Drake, 1768, p. 388. This "fact" was repeated by 
philosophers including Buffon, (1749) 1866, V. i, pp. 274-75, who likened the "flap" to an apron. It was 
one of the matters that Banlcs tried to investigate; see Hawkesworth, 1773, V. iii, p. 792, where it is 
repeated, presumably using Banks' hearsay evidence, and used by Blumenbach (1795)1865, pp. 249-50. 
320 Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 472, Note LVIII top. 337. 
321 Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 483 , Note LXXXI top. 376. 
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were the product of life in both the torrid and (especially) the frigid climatic zones, as 
was their dark skin. African negroes or caffres were regarded as feckless and "natural" 
slaves, the black races oflndia as incapable of defending their own liberty, and the 
negritos of the Archipelago and the Pacific as ferocious, all of which characteristics 
rendered them "uncivilised". 
When philosopher-historians began considering the peoples of the New World, they 
perceived that the "law of climate" needed to be modified in two ways to accommodate 
evidence concerning inhabitants of the torrid zone: first, in regard to colour and second, 
in regard to theories on behaviour (or "character"). Skin colour or "complexion" had 
become problematic for those who had personal (rather than just theoretical) 
acquaintance with the tropics. The origin of colour was subject to considerable debate. 
The lack of variation, from north to south, in the physical appearance and colour of the 
American Indian tribes was one of the chief puzzles of the New World. While the 
philosopher-scientist Buffon (1707-1788) was stating that "the heat of the climate is the 
chief cause of blackness among the human species,"322 philosopher-historians were in 
general agreement that climate did not cause dark skin colour.323 Marsden was among 
those whose practical on-the-spot observations caused him to question the link between 
heat and skin colour: 
The fairness of the Sumatrans, comparatively with other Indians, situated as they 
are, under a perpendicular sun, where no season of the year affords the alternative 
of cold, is, I think, an irrefragable proof, that the difference of color in the various 
inhabitants of the earth, is not the immediate effect of climate.324 
Marsden believed differences between varieties were more profound in both cause and 
effect than to be the result of heat. Yet, as will be discussed in Chapter IV, so strong was 
the notion that nations were a single family (or racial) group, that variation in colour 
322 Buffon, (1749)1866, V. i, p. 286. 
323 Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 299: "the agency of heat is checked and abated by various causes, ... The 
colour of the natives of the torrid zone can hardly be said to be ofa deeper hue than the natives in the more 
temperate part of the continent" and Raynal, 1777, V. iii, p. 375: "The colour of negroes is, therefore, 
falsely supposed to be owing to the climate". 
324 Marsden, 1783, p. 40. Although Marsden's theoretical stance on "complexion" in general appears to 
conflict with his practical observations on the Sumatrans this would not necessarily have been the 
eighteenth-century perception. 
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between groups of the one nation were generally attributed to differences in altitude or 
occupation. 325 
The "rational and scientific" theories concerning the "law" of climate help explain the 
pervasive influence of certain stereotypes in forming both scholarly and popular 
eighteenth-century opinion. 326 Despite differing views on the nature and causes of 
"colour" or pigmentation, it continued to be generally accepted that the character of 
mankind differed according to the zone inhabited. Marsden believed strongly that 
climate affected the moral as well as the physical "health" of the inhabitants of these 
zones. He supported the theory that behaviour, in the temperate zone, was governed by 
moral considerations, but by physical considerations in the frigid and torrid zones: 
Under the frigid, and more especially torrid zone, the inhabitants will naturally 
preserve an uninterrupted similarity and consistency of manners, from the 
uniform influence of their climate. In the temperate zones, where this influence is 
equivocal, the manners will be fluctuating, and dependant rather on moral than on 
h . l 327 p ys1ca causes. 
The eighteenth-century thought world was governed by systems of classification, and 
differences and diversity challenged the status quo. There were, as has been noted, 
traditional European perceptions that deepening skin colour was in general equated with 
lesser degrees of capacity and of civilisation328 and a long standing Christian superstition 
that black people were cursed by God.329 Moreover physical features and biological 
"evidence" led many to question whether negroes or negritos were members of the same 
race. Monsters, in a previous century, had been objects of wonder and even collected as 
curiosities, but during the eighteenth century deviations from a perceived norm were 
obscurely threatening. At first "oddities" were relegated to the lowest position on 
Linnaeus's hierarchy, but as the science of genetics was better understood, it became 
325 As discussed in Chapter I with reference to Cook's (1777, V. i, p. 314) and Banks' (1963, V. ii, p. 
124) observations. 
326 By the Victorian era the same ideas were being more succinctly expressed in terms of"the Orientals" 
lack of"moral fibre" . 
327 Marsden, 1783, p. 172. 
328 For a discussion of aspects of the "ignoble savage" stereotype see Appendix I, Carroll, 2002, pp. 9-10, 
17. 
329 Ham, father of one of the original tribes, and his descendants were believed to have been given black 
skin as a punishment. 
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apparent that "monsters" were abnormalities, and therefore abhorrent.330 Marsden's five 
classes used his three measures of civilisation to trace the varieties of human society 
from the most refined (or beautiful) to the most primitive (or ugly), and in doing so 
illustrated the doctrines of progress and human perfectibility. 
Moral causes 
"Moral causes" proved Sumatran nations to be, in differing degrees, more advanced than 
Pacific nations, because, in Hawkesworth's words, "civil government and literary 
knowledge have meliorated the manners of mankind. "331 It was in this third section that 
Marsden began to make the Sumatrans appealing to administrators, as well as 
philologists. This can be seen in the 1783 History and even more strongly in the 1811 
History. Despite his claim that in modem European society great men abstained from 
personal adornment and show, class differences remained palpable in Europe as in 
Tahiti, whereas, in Sumatra, there was little material or occupational difference to 
distinguish elite from ordinary citizens. Sumatran governments were, according to 
Marsden, without the external trappings "necessary" to ensure effective exercise of 
coercive power either to regulate their citizens or to fight invaders.332 Yet, although 
lacking "a firmness of authority to which the Sumatran governments are strangers" he 
was able, in comparing the Sumatran nations, to discern functioning polities and a nice 
gradation in their political systems.333 Apart from the Bataks' cannibalism rituals334 and 
330 Hagner, 1999, pp. 213-214: "In the last third of the eighteenth century ... this was a crucial moment 
for the temporalization of humans, because human existence was no longer infinitely far away from 
deformation, disorder hybrids, and transitory forms. Humans no longer began their life as perfect 
creations". 
331 Hawkesworth, 1773, V. iii, p. xix (quoted in full in an above footnote). 
332 Marsden, I 783, p. 269. About the Sultan of Minangkabau, Marsden wrote: "He attempts to effect, 
what arms alone can accomplish, by ... pompous, dictatorial edicts". 
333 Marsden, 1783, pp. 208-209: "But this requires a firmness of authority to which the Sumatran 
governments are strangers. They are without coercive power, and the submission of the people, is little 
other than voluntary; especially of the men of influence, who are held in subjection rather by the sense of 
general utility, planted in the breasts of mankind; attachment to their family and connexions; and 
veneration for the spot in which their ancestors were interred, than by any apprehension of superior 
authority. These considerations, however, they would readi ly forego, renounce their fealty, and quit their 
country, if in any case they were in danger of paying with life, the forfeit of their crimes". 
334 Marsden, 1783, pp. 301-302. 
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burial ceremonies,335 no Islamic or pagan religious practices of individual nations were 
described.336 The religious dimension Marsden secularized as custom. He highlighted 
patterns of community interaction through gatherings or bimbangs337 held to mark (or 
witness) certain customs338 including contracts, courting and marriage,339 all of which 
held "legal" significance. 
Although the British were aware of the Gentoo (or Hindu) connections with Bali,340 
when Marsden wrote the 1783 History, as explained in Chapter II, he had yet to discover 
Indian influences in Sumatra.341 Thus he regarded the "original Sumatrans" as Malayo-
Polynesian. The "moral" characteristics of the Sumatrans, especially their laws and many 
adat customs, exhibited many Hindu features that distinguished their practice from that 
of the Pacific Polynesians as described by Banks and Hawkesworth. Besides, there was 
little difference between Sumatran and Malay codes of law.342 At that time, Malay codes 
appear to have acquired but few Islamic features and shared many important principles 
with the Sumatran codes.343 The Rejangs' Code given in Chapter 12 was amended by the 
335 Marsden, 1783, pp. 250-25 l. 
336 The Malays and Acehnese were Muslim. Marsden, 1783, p. 252, the Rejangs were Pagans; p. 267, the 
Lampoons had adopted Islam, but retained "superstitions"; Marsden, 1783, p. 309, the Bataks had some 
vestiges of a [pagan) religion. Although the Acehnese are described as very religious, there is little or no 
mention oflslamic law, except in relation to marriage etc., and no discussion ofreligious courts. 
337 Bimbangs, or public gatherings, were held to mark commercial and civil contracts, as well as 
earboring and other customary occasions, Marsden, 1783, p. 229: "To give authority to their contracts and 
other deeds, whether of a public or private nature, they always make a bimbang" . Marsden, 1783, pp. 264-
5, described them as a "neighbourly assemblage of the old men ofa few contiguous doosoons, with their 
sons and daughters, for the sake of convivial mirth; of celebrating a particular domestic event; and 
promoting attachments and courtships amongst the young people". 
338 Marsden, 1783, p. 250: "The boys are circumcised, where Mahometanism prevails, between the sixth 
and tenth year. The ceremony is called buang maloo (casting away their shame), and a bimbang is usually 
given on the occasion; as well as at the ceremony of boring their daughters ears, and filing their teeth, 
(before described), which takes place at about the same age; and before which is perfo1TI1ed, they cannot, 
with propriety, be married". 
339 Marsden, 1783, pp. 228 ff. 
34° Forrest, 1779, pp. 169-170, referred to the natives of Bali as "Gentoos", i.e. Hindus. 
341 As explained in Marsden, 1811, footnote, p. 291 quoted in footnote above. 
342 Maxwell, 1884, pp. 8; 117; 119: "Marsden, with his usual accuracy, describes the chief incidents of 
the land tenure of the Malays, as they exist among the people of the Peninsula as well as among those of 
Sumatra"; p. 120; p. 126. Maxwell calls attention to the similarity of the Passumah laws of inheritance 
(Marsden, 1811, p 230) to those of the Minangkabau states of the Peninsula as well as to the laws of 
Ceylon (Sri Lanka) and parts oflndia. 
343 The 1811 History's chapter on the legal code has a substantial addition of the [Malay] laws of 
Passummah as "sanctioned by the chiefs of the Passummah country assembled at Manna". These again 
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Resident in consultation with the chiefs. There appears to have been relatively little 
difference between the Rejang Code and that of the Malay code for Anak Sungai344 and, 
in particular, the adat law of bangun, or the payment of compensation for injury or 
death, was common to both. Marsden appears to have used the Anak Sungai material in 
his discussion of traditional adat in Chapter 13.345 The principal area of difference, as 
would be expected, concerned marriage laws, and even here, as Marsden noted, Islamic 
practice was superseding "original" Sumatran customs. 346 
While Marsden had practical and professional experience of the contemporary Bengkulu 
criminal justice system, his discussion focussed on "old established customs and 
laws".347 Because Sumatran chiefs sat in concert with the Company's representative for 
court hearings, he would have been well aware of tensions between old and new. He 
emphasised that the rule of law or custom was an accepted part of life and the rationale 
behind adat was far removed from the savage. He recorded that sanctions and 
superstitions which had been out of date in Europe since medieval times348 ensured that 
Sumatrans "voluntarily" submitted to due process and that their sworn evidence would 
be the truth. Although their reasons for compliance were based on superstition,349 it was 
were an initiative of the Resident, but their insertion in this section distorted the 1783 History's principle 
of using the Rejang as the "standard". 
344 As mentioned in the Introduction and Chapter II, Marsden had collected notes in Jawi of schedule of 
penalties for criminal and civil crimes for Anak Sungai; see Appendix IV. As noted there it was recorded 
in Marsden'sjournal. 
345 Including seeking asylum (see Appendix IV Anak Sungai Schedule, para. 6); exiles (see Appendix, 
IV, Anak Sungai Schedule, paras 18,27,28); runaway marriages (see Appendix IV Anak Sungai Schedule 
paras, 16, 24, 25); compensation for a death (bangun) (see Appendix, IV Anak Sungai Schedule, paras 1-
4); terminating ajujur marriage (see Appendix IV Anak Sungai Schedule, para 29). 
346 Jn the J 811 History Marsden, 1811, p. 258, added a footnote to explain that the Sumatran customs of 
ambe! anak (or marriage whereby the husband is adopted into the family) andjujur marriage had Hindu 
origins. He also noted Jones' (1794, p. 9) comments that the Sumatran laws "appear to have been taken 
word for word from the Indian legislators". 
347 Marsden, 1783, p. 199: "I shall therefore revert to those particulars that may require explanation, and 
endeavour to throw light upon the spirit and operation of such of their laws especially, as seem most to 
clash with our ideas of distributive justice". 
348 For example concerning the taking ofoaths, Marsden, 1783, p. 205: "The German Christian of the 
seventh century, more indifferent to the perils of this life, but not less superstitious, swore on bits ofrotten 
wood, and rusty nails, which he was taught to revere, as possessing efficacy to secure him from eternal 
perdition", and outlawry, Marsden, 1783, p. 207: "In the Saxon laws we find a strong resemblance to this 
custom; the kindred of a murderer being exempt from the feud, if they abandoned him to his fate". 
349 Marsden, pp. 204-205: "It is a striking circumstance, that [superstitious] practices which boast so little 
of reason in their foundation [such as swearing oaths on the barrel of a gun] ; which are in fact so whimsical 
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indisputable that Sumatrans lived by the maxim: "Men are to be governed by laws, and 
not by men".350 Dispensation of justice was in the hands of chiefs, or chiefs and ministers, 
according to the weight of the matter.351 Where the Company ruled, Residents, in an 
attempt to ensure some measure of "separation of powers",352 sat at bechars or hearings 
and endeavoured to implement "reforms".353 Marsden highlighted the Resident's role in 
protecting the "lower classes" by restraining the arbitrary power of the chiefs and 
pacifying the Sumatrans.354 Marsden always emphasised that the west Sumatrans derived 
considerable moral benefit from European rule. He argued that the Residents "who are 
virtually lords paramount" and exercised power greater than those "at a distance [in 
Europe] are usually inclined to suppose"355 actively promoted British law and order, that 
is they maintained peace and ensured that justice was even-handed.356 
According to Marsden, Sumatran justice was conceived in economic terms and was "a 
species of arbitration"357 more concerned with problem solving and compensating the 
and childish; should yet be common to nations, the most remote in situation, climate, language, 
complexion, character, and every thing that can distinguish one race of people from another". Marsden, 
1811, footnotes top. 242: "The form of taking an oath among the people of Madagascar very nearly 
resembles the ceremonies used by the Sumatrans. There is a strong similarity in the articles they swear on, 
and in the circumstances of their drinking the consecrated water". 
350 Rayna!, 1777, V. iv, p. 290. 
351 Marsden, 1783, p. 184: "When the point is thus determined, the people voluntarily submit to observe it 
as an established custom". (Banks, 1963, V. i, p. 386, whereas Banks had reported that in Tahiti 
punishments were never enforced.) 
352 Marsden, 1783, p. 185: "the chiefs are but too often concerned in the determination of the causes that 
come before them. This evil had long been perceived by the English Residents, who, in the countries where 
we are settled, preside at the bechars, and being instigated by the splendid example of the Govemor-
General of Bengal, under whose direction a code of the laws of that empire was compiled, it was resolved, 
that the servants of the Company at each of the subordinates, should, with the assistance of the ablest and 
most experienced of the natives, attempt to reduce to writing, and form a system of the usages of the 
country people, in their respective residencies". 
353 Marsden, 1812a, p. 37: [Jawi] bechara; discourse, conference, consultation, suit, cause, Pe-bechara-
an, council room. p. 417: [Jawi] bechara, council or assembly. 
354 Marsden, 1783, p. 214: "it is in the rigorous, and frequently unjust exertion of these rights, which a 
creditor has over his debtor, that the chiefs are enabled to oppress the lower class of people, and which the 
English Residents find it necessary to be most watchful to restrain them from abusing". This theme was to 
be taken up by Peninsular administrators. 
355 Marsden, 1783, p.179. 
356 Marsden, 1783, p, 180: "those dismal catastrophes, which, in all the Malay islands, are wont to attend 
on private feuds, but rarely happen [under British rule in Sumatra]. "I tell you honestly" said a dupatty, 
much irritated against one of his neighbours, "that it is only you" , pointing to the Resident of Laye 
(Marsden's brother), "that prevent [sic] my plunging this weapon into his breast""; see also Marsden, 
1783, pp. 179-181 especially and pp. 185, 213, 2 15, 279-80, 286, but p. 304 (re Bataks). 
357 Marsden, 1783, p. 185. 
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victim than with punishment as deterrent or retribution.358 Four major classes were 
distinguished in the indigenous legal system, the elite, free (which included insolvent 
debtors), slaves and outlaws.359 Punishment accorded to the victim's rank360 and the 
degree of "damage" suffered, and offenders were fined, sold as slaves or outlawed. 
A maxim, though not the practice, of their law, says, "that he who is able to pay 
the bangoon for murder, must satisfy the relations of the deceased; he who is 
unable, must suffer death". 361 
The economic importance of women, already discussed, was manifest in the criminal 
code laws regarding murder, injury and family.362 Compensation for a man's death was 
less than that for a woman, and female slaves cost more than male slaves, but if a wife 
killed her husband the penalty was death.363 Except where death was the penalty, 
implementation of judgements was apparently achieved through family feeling (or 
nama)364 and "superstition".365 In cases where the victim's family refused to commute 
the death sentence to a fine, the offender would abscond. 366 Penal servitude as such was 
virtually unknown except under Company rule.367 
358 Comparison with a (Jawi) Code of Laws for Anak Sungai reveals that the same practice of Bangun 
fines operated in that Muslim polity. The degrees of culpability in respect of murder are perhaps more 
finely detailed, death resulting from a wound attracting a lesser fine than a murder. The course of action if 
no culprit can be found for a murder done between Kampongs is discussed, as is false witness. See 
Appendix IV. 
359 All these categories were porous, and a slave could buy his freedom, an outlaw could be redeemed, an 
insolvent debtor could repay his debt. 
360 Marsden, 1783, p. 210: "The custom of exacting the bangoon for murder, seems only designed with a 
view of making a compensation to the injured family, and not of punishing the offender." p. 208. The size 
of the fine was "regulated only by the quality of the person murdered". 
361 Marsden, 1783, p. 209. 
362 Except if a woman murdered her husband where the nominal penalty was death. Marsden, 1783, p. 
190: "If a wife kills her husband she must suffer death. If a wife by semando wounds her husband, her 
relations must pay, what they would receive, if he wounded her". 
363 Marsden, 1783, p. 210: "The price of a female slave is generally more than that of a male, and 
therefore, I heard a chief say, is the bangoon of a woman more than that of a man. It is upon this principle 
that their laws take no cognizance of the distinction between a wilful murder, and what we term 
manslaughter". 
364 The concept of nama is discussed in Chapter IV. Marsden, 1783, p. 203: "there seems to be more 
refinement, and more knowledge of human nature in the Sumatran practice [than a similar Anglo-Saxon]. 
The idea of devoting to destruction, by a wilful perjury, not himself only, but all, even the remotest 
branches of a family which constitutes his greatest pride". Marsden, 1783, p. 209. Where the penalty was a 
fine, every last surviving member of the family was liable. See also Marsden, pp. 208-208 quoted above 
concerning causes of voluntary submission of the elite to the rule oflaw. 
365 Marsden, 1783, p. 202: "Any accident that happens to a man, who has been known to take a false oath, 
or his children or grandchildren, is carefully recorded in memory, and attributed to this sole cause". 
366 Marsden, 1783, p. 209: "They would readily . . . renounce their fealty, and quit their country, if in any 
case they were in danger of paying with life, the forfeit of their crimes". (more fully quoted in an above 
footnote) Whether the same would apply if they were to be sold into slavery is unclear. Since money would 
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Slavery and Insolvent Debtors (Debt Bondage) 
Contemporary discourse on "pure" slavery raised many issues that Marsden could not 
ignore.368 Slavery featured in Sumatran codes and had been remarked by the Pacific 
explorers as endemic in the Archipelago.369 Slavery was believed to belong to the feudal 
stage of a society's progress from an infant to a polished state and was discussed in 
terms of the feudal system by Banks in relation to his perception of Tahitian society.370 
The anti-slavery movement, which was gaining momentum, targetted abuses of"native" 
slaves by colonial powers, not by the Sumatran population. 371 From as early as 1637, 
Madagascan slaves had been brought to Fort Marlborough (Bengkulu) under Company 
auspices to reduce their chronic labour shortage. 372 European physical violence towards 
indigenous peoples of the lower classes, servants, and slaves, was endemic in British 
be involved and the offender's family would suffer, presumably this would not be the case. Marsden, 1783, 
pp. 188, 191, 192, 216, also discusses absconding in connection with "mengeering' of debtors and slaves. 
367 Marsden, 1783, p. 188: "If an outlaw wounds a person, he becomes a slave to the Company or 
pangeran for three years. Ifhe absconds and is afterwards killed, no bangoon is to be paid for him". 
368 Montesquieu classified slavery into three types: civil (Montesquieu, (1748) 2002, V. i, Book XV), 
domestic (Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. i, Book XVI) and political (Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. i, Book 
XVII). Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. ii, Book XV, sect. 9, p. 235 described all citizens under despotism as 
political slaves and he did not include "debt bondage," as such, in his discussion. Montesquieu, 
(1748)2002, V. ii, Book XV, sect. .9, p. 24, described civil slavery as tied to the land and "real", and 
domestic slavery as "personal". In Sumatra "Insolvent debtors" provided field and domestic labour. See 
also Reid, 1983, pp. 4-5. 
369 The Endeavour explorers encountered slavery at Savu, their first landfall in the Archipelago (Banks, 
1963, V. ii, p. 170; Cook, 1968, pp. 424-25) where as recounted in Hawkesworth, V. iii, p. 694: "The 
slaves, like peasants in some parts of Europe, are connected with the estate, and both descend together". Of 
Java, it was noted in Hawkesworth, 1773, V. iii, p. 3 58: "Another numerous class among the inhabitants of 
this country is the slaves; for by slaves the Dutch, Portuguese, and Indians, however different their rank or 
situation, are constantly attended''. 
370 Banks, 1963, V. i, pp. 384-85: "the Subordination which takes place among them very much 
resembles the early state of feudal laws by which our Ancestors were so long Govemd, a System evidently 
formd to secure the Licentious Liberty of a few while the greater part of the Society are unalterably 
immersed in the most abject Slavery .... Inferior to the Manahounes are the toutous who are upon almost 
the same footing as the Slaves in the East Indian Islands". 
371 Such as those outlined in Hawkesworth concerning the harsh treatment of slaves under the Dutch in 
Batavia. Banks had noted the situation in Savu, where corporal punishment was virtually non-existent 
under the Raja's regime. 
372 Long, (1869)1973, pp. 486-87: "That as an inducement to the Commanders and Chief Mates to exert 
themselves in procuring as large a number of Slaves as the Ships can conveniently carry. and to encourage 
the Surgeons to take proper care of them in the passage, there is to be allowed 20 shillings for every slave 
shipped at Madagascar. to be divided, viz. , I 3s. 4d. a head to the Commander and 6s. 8d. to the Chief 
Mate, also for every one delivered at Fort Marlborough the Commander is to be allowed the further sum of 
6s. 8d. and the Chief Mate 3s. 4d. The Surgeon is likewise to be allowed !Os. for each slave landed at Fort 
Marlborough". 
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overseas settlements in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.373 Nevertheless, in 
the same sentence that Marsden deplored slavery in principle he praised the Company's 
management of its slaves: 
I am far from wishing to diminish from the horror that should ever accompany 
the general idea of this state, which I am convinced is not necessary among 
mankind;374 but ... if there is one class of people eminently happy above all others 
upon earth, it is the body of Caffres, or negro slaves375 belonging to the India 
Company at Bencoolen.376 
Slaves were essential to Company business in Sumatra and the Company dealt in all 
manner of slaves, including those from the island of Nias, who were among those "daily 
bought and sold for field and other out-door work".377 From the context it appears that 
Marsden was referring to a Company slave market, but there is no direct discussion of a 
Company trade in Sumatran slaves although, there appears to have been both a Company 
and, as discussed below, an indigenous slave trade.378 
While Marsden had "found in ... [slaves] affection and strict honesty" ,379 he nevertheless 
accepted that slavery was necessary, that inflicting physical punishment was the lot of 
slave-owners380 and, though reluctantly, condoned "fear" as the only effective means of 
373 It was not until the 19th century that it was widely accepted as equally demeaning for both parties. See 
Collingham, 200 I, pp. l 09-111. 
374 One ofMarsden's concessions to changing views was his insertion of the phrase underlined in the 
following (Marsden, 1811 , p. 254): "the general idea ofa state, which, whilst it degrades the species, I am 
convinced". 
375 Rayna! believed that the dark skinned peoples of the torrid zones were prone to slavery. In this 
category he included the Hindus (1777, V. ii, pp. 297-98) and the negroes, (V. iii, pp. 373-374). See also 
Appendix I, Carroll, 2002, pp. 9-10. 
376 Marsden, 1783, p. 216. This passage was also reproduced in the 181 I History (Marsden, (1811)1986, 
p. 254). Raffles (1824) 1978, p. 35, was scathing about this attitude. 
377 Marsden, I 783, p. 154: "But this distemper (the milder species of leprosy) ... does not appear 
immediately to affect the health; slaves in that situation are being daily bought and sold for field and other 
out-door work". 
378 Anderson, 1826, p. 321 , described the Malay slave trade for which they acquired slaves by war and 
abduction. Anderson, 1826, p. 297, also noted that: "One of the chief causes of slavery a few years ago, 
was the scarcity of rice in the Batta country, when the poor people brought down their children for sale". 
However, Anderson, 1826, pp. 296-97, also recorded that the Batak states of Seantar, Tanah Jawa and 
Si/ow were sources of slaves. As noted in an earlier footnote Batak women slaves provided labour for the 
manufacture of cloth. 
379 Marsden, 1783, p. 215: " I do not mean to assert, that all men in the condition of slaves are devoid of 
principle: I have experienced the contrary, and found in them affection and strict honesty". 
380 Marsden, 1783, p. 216: "These people [Sumatran tribes], moreover, are from habit, backward to 
strike, and the state of slavery unhappily requires the frequent infliction of punishment in that mode". 
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disciplining peoples lacking the benefits of religion.381 (He suggested that free Chinese 
would provide very satisfactory, and less costly, labour for the settlement.)382 Marsden 
depicted slavery amongst "other Sumatrans" as almost non-existent and, in Malay 
polities, no impediment to those with loyalty and ability. Moreover, he asserted that for 
those who were slaves: 
Their condition is here, for the most part, less unhappy than persons in other 
situations of life. 383 
Slavery, like despotism, Europeans considered a social ill that had originated in the East 
and been introduced to the West with feudalism:384 
The manners of Asia, seem in all Ages, to have pointed to domestic slavery: and 
Mohammed, in Arabia, made that an article of religion, which had anciently been 
only a custom. 385 
It was believed that Islamic doctrine sanctioned slavery and this was held a further 
indictment of that religion. The practice of Islamic nations enslaving prisoners of war 
appeared as yet further evidence of Eastern "barbarism": 
One circumstance, however, appears strongly to have distinguished the private 
wars in the East from those in the West ... The Captives were, in consequence, 
with few exceptions, constantly reduced to a state of servitude. 386 
Many were like Montesquieu, who, while abhorring slavery,387 and castigating it in the 
Americas, accepted it as "natural" under despotism and "necessary" in hot climates.388 
381 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 215: "There does not result from their situation, as slaves, any principle of 
moral rectitude; whereas every other condition of society has annexed to it, ideas of duty and mutual 
obligation, arising from a general sense of utility. That sublime species of morality derived from the 
injunctions of religion, it is almost universally their fate to be likewise strangers to; because slavery is 
found inconsistent with the spirit of the Gospel, not merely inculcating philanthropy, but inspiring a 
principle of equality amongst mankind". 
382 Marsden, 1783, p. 152: "Many attempts have been made by the English to bring to perfection the 
manufacture of sugar and arrack from the canes: but the expences, particularly of the slaves, were always 
found to exceed the advantages. Within these few years, that the plantations and works were committed to 
the management of Mr Henry Botham; it has manifestly appeared that the end is to be obtained by 
employing the Chinese in the work of the field, and allowing them a proportion of the produce for their 
labor. The manufacture had arrived at a considerable extent, when the breaking out of the war gave a check 
to it's [sic] progress: but the path is pointed out, and it is worth pursuing with vigor. The sums of money 
thrown into Batavia for arrack and sugar have been immense". 
383 Marsden, 1783,p. 2 16. 
384 Marsden, however, appears to have considered slavery a world wide phenomenon. Marsden, 1783, p. 
215: "The right of slavery is established in Sumatra, as it is throughout the east, and has been all over the 
world". 
385 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xlvi. 
386 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xlvi. 
387 Rayna!, 1777, V. iii, p. 428, noted that "Montesquieu could not prevail upon himself to treat the 
question of [the defence of] slavery in a serious light". 
388 Montesquieu, (1 748)2002, V. ii , Book XV, sect. 7, p. 240: " There are countries where the excess of 
heat enervates the body, and renders men so slothful and dispirited that nothing but the fear of 
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Montesquieu referred to "mild forms of slavery" under some despotic governments. That 
men would become slaves voluntarily was well known in the literature.389 Marsden 
would have been aware of Montesquieu's citation of Dampier's assertion,390 that "At 
Achim every one is for selling himself'. 391 Marsden apparently had personal knowledge 
that, in Sumatra, men under severe provocation would sell themselves into "pure 
slavery":392 
A man has been known to apply in confidence to a friend, to sell him to a third 
person, concealing from the purchaser the nature of the transaction, till the money 
was appropriated. 393 
Marsden noted that, in Aceh, to be a slave was no impediment to a career at court,394 and 
pointed out that practices in Sumatran Muslim polities were, historically, very different 
from those of the New World: 
It must be understood that slaves are in that country on a different footing from 
those in most other parts of the world, and usually treated as children of the 
family. It frequently happened also that men of good birth, finding it necessary to 
obtain the protection of some person in power, became voluntary slaves for this 
purpose. 395 
Marsden seems to be supporting Montesquieu's assertion that in Muslim polities 
"freemen ... have no better resource than that of making themselves slaves to tyrants in 
office":396 
The practice said to prevail elsewhere, of men selling themselves for slaves, lli 
repugnant397 to the ideas of the Sumatrans, as it seems to reason. It is an absurdity 
to barter any thing valuable, much more civil existence, for a sum which, by the 
very act of receiving, becomes again the property of the buyer. Yet, if a man runs 
chastisement can oblige them to perform any laborious duty: slavery is there more reconcilable to reason . 
. . . But as all men are born equal, slavery must be unnatural, though in some countries it be founded on 
natural reason". Also Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. ii, Book XV, sect. 8, p. 240: "Natural slavery, then is 
limited to some particular parts of the world". 
389 Reid, 1983, pp. 159-160. 
390 Reid, 1983, p. 2: "Unfortunately, since Montesquieu (1949, p. 239) used Dampier's evidence about 
Aceh (Sumatra) to show that slavery can be relatively "mild" in the type of polity he labelled as "despotic", 
the Southeast Asian evidence has been almost ignored in the general discussion of the subject". 
391 Montesquieu, (1748)2002, Book XV, sect. 6, p. 239. Cited as a quote from William Dampier, V. iii. 
392 Marsden, 1783, p. 214. 
393 Marsden, 1783, p. 217. 
394 Marsden, 1783, p. 355. 
395 Marsden, 1783, p. 335. The passage concerns Aceh in the 1550s and continues: "The nobles, being 
proud of the service of such dependents, encouraged the practice by treating them with a degree of respect, 
and in many instances made them their heirs". He also noted Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 355: "The same 
custom prevails at Acheen to this day. These slaves who are often Moors from the West ofindia, trade for 
their masters, and have a certain proportion of the profits, residing in a separate quarter of the city". 
396 Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. i, Book XV, sect. 6 , p. 239. 
397 Cf. Marsden, 1811, p. 255: "repugnant to the customs of the Sumatrans". 
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in debt, without prospect of paying, he does virtually the same thing, and this, in 
cases of distress is not uncommon; to relieve a beloved child ... from similar 
bondage. 398 
Marsden was at pains to explain how "reason" had been circumvented. The second 
sentence of the above mirrors Montesquieu, who wrote the following: 
Neither is it true that a freeman can sell himself. Sale assumes a price; now when 
a person sells himself, his whole substance immediately devolves upon his master 
... To sell one's freedom is so repugnant to all reason as can scarcely be supposed 
in any man. If liberty may be rated with respect to the buyer, it is beyond all price 
to the seller.399 
Thus Marsden not only recapitulated Montesquieu' s points almost word for word, but 
illustrated that a very fine line distinguished the "mild form" of indigenous slavery from 
debt-bondage. Nevertheless, Malays distinguished "debt bondage" for insolvent debtors, 
whose offence was civil, from a sentence of "true" slavery for a criminal offence. 
Not only had Montesquieu associated slavery with Muslim and despotic regimes, but the 
anti-slavery movement in Britain was growing. The phrase "debt slavery"400 had negative 
connotations for Europeans which were exacerbated because Marsden' s section on 
"Laws respecting Debts"40 1 or "insolvent debtors"402 is immediately followed by his 
comments on "Slavery". Marsden only used the term "bondslave" on one occasion. 403 He 
attempted a careful explanation of the Sumatran situation outlining sanctions, penalties 
and conditions applying to insolvent debtors. 404 He noted creditors could not resort to 
physical punishment and "debtors" could change masters if another would accept their 
debt405 thus distinguishing them from "true" slaves. Under certain conditions an insolvent 
debtor could be declared a "true" slave. The sole recourse against lazy or recalcitrant 
398 Marsden, 1783, p. 217. 
399 Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. i, Book XV, sect. 2, p. 236, entitled "The origin of the right of slavery 
according to the Roman jurists''. 
400 Rayna!, 1777, V. iii, p. 395, used this phrase in his discussion of African chiefs who, when "debt 
slaves" defaulted, traded their own people as slaves. 
401 Marsden, 1783, p. 214. 
402 Marsden, 181 I, p. 253 and Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 215. 
403 Marsden, 1783, p. 214: "bondslaves to creditors". 
404 Marsden explained that they received subsistence and clothing and were remunerated for their labour; 
money thus earned was offset against their debts. Adat law gave debt "slaves" protection from physical 
violence. This section of the 1783 text has been considerably augmented in the 181 1 text with details on 
the arrangement and rates at which Debtors repaid their Joans. 
405 Marsden, 1783, p. 214: ' 'Their [insolvent debtor] condition is better than that of pure slavery, in this, 
that the creditor cannot strike them, and they can change their masters". 
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debtors was to call in the debt. If owners exercised this right and debtors were unable to 
redeem themselves, debtors, subject to owners or creditors notifying the chief, could 
become "true" slaves.406 A debtor's daily life is described under "slavery" where 
Marsden contrasted slaves with debtors. "Debt slaves" had a reasonable life provided 
they worked diligently. Debtors (and dependant family members) were the main source 
of labour and lived "in a great measure on a foot [sic] of equality with the rest of the 
family". 407 Marsden stated that possession of slaves by Sumatrans was generally limited 
to "Malay, or sea port towns".408 In Marsden's opinion slavery was rare in inland 
Sumatra because modest country households would not be able to cope with "true" 
slaves who "know that their civil condition cannot be altered for the worse".409 
Customary laws contained provision for using "true" slavery as a form of punishment, 
and compensation for offences against slaves was included in their schedules of 
charges.410 As noted above, "true" slavery in Sumatra, Marsden claimed, was not an 
unhappy fate and it was not an immutable condition.411 Although "Capital punishments 
are therefore almost totally out of use among them'', Marsden reported that where death 
or slavery of the offender were the alternatives, the victim's family usually chose the 
more profitable alternative, which implies there was an indigenous trade in slaves.412 
406 Marsden, 1783, p. 214: "If however, the creditor shall demand formally the amount ofhis debt, from a 
person mengeering, at three several times, allowing a certain number of days between each demand, and 
the latter is not able to persuade any one to redeem him, he becomes, by the custom of the country, a pure 
slave; upon the creditor's giving notice to the chief, of the transaction''. 
407 Marsden, 1783, p. 215: "The simple manners of the people require that their servants should live, in a 
great measure on a foot of equality with the rest of the family, which is inconsistent with the authority 
necessary to be maintained over slaves, who have no principle to restrain them but that of personal fear." 
408 Marsden, 1783, p. 215: "Yet but few instances occur of the country people actually having slaves, 
though they are common enough in Malay, or sea port towns''. 
409 Marsden, 1783, pp. 215-216. 
410 Marsden, 1783, p. 189: "Ifa man kills his slave, he pays half his price, as bangoon [compensation], to 
the pangeran, and the tippong boomee (expiation or purification of the earth) to the proatteens (lower 
chiefs)". 
411 Marsden, 1783, p. 216: "A slave cannot possess, independently, any property; yet it rarely happens 
that a master is found mean and sordid enough, to despoil them of the fruits of their industry; and their 
liberty is generally granted them, when in a condition to purchase it, though they cannot demand it of 
right". 
412 Marsden, 1783, p. 209: "But the avarice of the relations prefers selling the body of the delinquent for 
what his slavery will fetch them, to the satisfaction of seeing the murder revenged by the public execution 
of a culprit of that mean description". 
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Insolvency, as he noted, was technically equivalent to slavery if repaying the debt was an 
impossibility.413 In Malay studies, slavery and insolvent debtors have, following the 
History, been inextricably linked. In the Peninsula debt slavery became, for British 
administration, an important source of grievance against, and further proof of, the 
"despotic" nature of Malay rule and they were very frustrated by the reluctance of both 
the elite owner and the bonded debtor to abandon the custom.4 14 
Some of Marsden's views that reflected the eighteenth-century world view, although not 
inherently "orientalist" or intending to advocate European intervention, became so in the 
1811 History. Thus, the chapter on measures of civilisation when shorn of the theoretical 
rationale for establishing anthropological differences between Malaya-Polynesians and 
negritos became, at worst, open to a racist interpretation and, at best, merely opaque.415 
The 1783 Conclusion's references to "uncultivated nature" originally resonated with 
"noble savages" and clarified his contribution to the "history of mankind" in the 
eighteenth century. In the 1811 History, since the comparative and "anthropological" 
intentions no longer needed to be highlighted, the Conclusion was omitted.416 
413 Marsden, 1811, pp. 252-253, expanded his material on debtors, adding information on reducing the 
debt (be-blah) and using wives as pledges. He also added a note under slavery noting that debtors "should 
be distinguished by the term insolvent debtors". 
414 Maxwell, 1890, p. 248, specifically noted that debt-bondsmen were free men. Slavery, and particularly 
debt-bondage, were to become issues on which the future administrators on the Peninsula were to take the 
high moral ground, ignoring the mitigating circumstances and concentrating on the abuses so succinctly 
described by Marsden using an Enlightenment lens. Maxwell, 1890, pp. 247-48, pointed out that although 
"the institution of slavery as it exists among the Malays ... is a national custom, which they have in 
common with other In do-Chinese races ... it is a mistake to suppose that it is the offspring of 
Muhammadan Jaw and religion. He also noted that the Muhammadan law is lenient to debtors but that 
priests could not prevail against adat. 
415 Benjamin, 2002, p. 20, defines a Melayu idea of"cultural progress" that is eerily similar to that of the 
eighteenth-century European: "There is no shame in having been a pagan, a "Hindu-Buddhist" or a tribal 
indigene (aslr) in a former era (zaman), so long as one consciously moves forward into the era of proper 
religion (agama), purified (murni) culture ... and "modern" culture". 
416 Marsden, 1783, p. 374: "I would suggest, that when he is found in his least sophisticated state, even 
though that should be in the rudest scene of uncultivated nature, the picture of his manners does not there 
claim an inferior degree of attention". Cf. Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 266: "rude uncivilized tribes, scattered 
over an uncultivated continent" and Robertson, 1777, V. i, p. 325. Marsden's "Conclusion" emphasises 
and makes explicit the "anthropological" aspects of the History. 
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Conclusion 
This chapter argues that Marsden's 1783 History is a history of Sumatrans, rather than a 
history of Sumatra, and that its people-centric approach differs significantly from the 
more encyclopaedic 1811 History. The 1783 History sets the Sumatrans in the context of 
their own island and in the broader context of the Archipelago and the Pacific. Its major 
purpose and focus was to continue the comparative (or "relativist") study begun in the 
"Remarks" paper. Although Marsden laid great emphasis on "facts" and frowned on a 
priori theories or systems, he was not immune to seeing what he was conditioned to 
expect. Marsden's History is redolent of the received ideas, values, and texts of the late 
eighteenth century and is rich in literary resonances. Marsden used categories identified 
in the newly emerging oriental discourse to establish dialogue with writers whose subject 
was mainland Asia (including those discussed by Richardson), the New World 
(especially those of Raynal and Robertson), or the Pacific (the explorers' accounts). 
Because Marsden was working comparatively he met scholars on their own ground and 
they, at least in part, dictated the view of Sumatrans Marsden allowed the reader.4 17 The 
structure of the History was dictated by a desire to explain, rather than just demonstrate, 
linguistic discoveries recorded in the "Remarks" paper and to substantiate their broader 
implications. 
Marsden's first section of the History furthers the argument in the "Remarks" tables and 
discusses similarities between the Sumatrans and their connections with the peoples of 
the Archipelago and the Pacific which marked the formal beginning of a scholarly 
exploration of the notions of an overarching Malaya-Polynesian family and an 
"Austronesian" substratum. This part of the 1783 narrative heavily emphasises the native 
point of view. While the Pacific connection may, at first, appear a handicap in the task of 
persuading scholars that Sumatrans were improved or advanced, Marsden transformed it 
417 Foucault, (1971)1972, p. 218, in discussing the dominance of the "will to truth" in the nineteenth 
century, noted that in the seventeenth century, "and particularly in England - a will to knowledge emerged 
which . .. sketched out a schema of possible. observable, measurable and classifiable objects, a will to 
knowledge which imposed on the knowing subject - in some ways taking precedence over experience - a 
certain position, a certain viewpoint, and a certain function . . . ". 
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into a significant advantage. Because there were grounds for assuming current and 
"original" customs were virtually the same, Marsden was able to further his linguistic 
contentions concerning shared origins at the same time as he was discussing the 
eighteenth-century Sumatran. He divided his discussion of "national character" into its 
two (eighteenth-century) components of physical and moral causes. In these latter lay the 
key to Sumatran advancement. The Pacific connection, then, not only provided evidence 
of shared origins, but also served as a benchmark against which the Sumatrans' progress 
could be measured. 
Following Linnaean principles of scientific classification, while establishing similarities 
(of the genus) was the important first step, establishing differences (which identified the 
species) was the next step. Once a common original had been established, the next 
scholarly requirement was to determine the hierarchical order, in terms of levels of 
civilisation achieved, that pertained within the class. The principles guiding Marsden's 
data selection are revealing evidence of his aim of seeking recognition that the 
Sumatrans, and of the Sumatrans the Malays, were the most "advanced" in civilisation as 
they were the most "improved" in language. 
It is not the theoretical choice [made by certain discourses] that governs the 
formulation of the concept; but the choice has produced the concept by the 
mediation of specific rules for the formation of concepts, and by the set of 
relations that it holds with this level.418 
Marsden chose "Measures of Civilisation" that best suited his case. With regard to the 
agricultural criterion, knowing the reality of the situation, he omitted identifying sex 
when discussing manual tasks and presented the information in a manner least likely to 
conflict with European preconceptions (or prejudices) and distract from his argument. 
Marsden's was a comparative work based on an extension of the scholarly principles of 
linguistics. Thus the transition from "physical" aspects of "national character" to 
"moral" aspects is marked by his discussion of "measures of civilisation". For similar 
reasons, in addition to silences observed to protect his argument, there are absences that 
4 18 Foucault, (1972)200 I , p. 73. 
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would mar a modem anthropological or sociological study. When in the third section 
Marsden turned to differences, he began to target his political and commercial audience 
as in his discussion of governance, legal systems, civil and criminal, and slavery. He 
highlighted improvements to law and order in settlements administered by Europeans. 
While Marsden's 1783 History primarily supports and advances the linguistic arguments 
in his "Remarks" paper, he also had a political agenda, so beneath the linguistic issues 
there is a subtext. Marsden, the scholar, was interested in the Sumatrans' "manner and 
customs" that derived from their ancient roots; as an administrator he was concerned 
with their current level of civilisation and how successfully they would integrate with 
European commerce. By 1811, the latter was his predominant concern. He had all but 
abandoned his ambitious comparison of world languages and the 1811 History was 
aimed at settlers and administrators. For this reason he deleted his scholarly Conclusion 
and did not have the Korinchi script added to his engraving until 1834. Despite apparent 
compromise, Marsden retained his original convictions concerning the people of 
Sumatra. Chapter IV looks at Marsden's theory on the origin of the Malays (and 
Sumatrans) and analyses Marsden's execution of the task of evaluating the Malays as an 
("improved") people against Malay notions of being Malay. 
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A )[.ALAY. 
A Malay, native of Bencoolen, William Marsden, History of Sumatra, London, 
1811, frontispiece .. 
Chap IV: Two eighteenth century world views 
Are the manners of men different in different ages and countries? We learn thence the great force of 
custom and education, which mould the human mind from its infancy and form it into a fixed and 
established character. Hume, (1777)1951, pp. 85-86. 
In this chapter, analysis of the 1783 History is continued with an emphasis on the 
Malays. A history of Malay and Sumatran origins which I have been able to reconstitute 
by collating Marsden's evidence on the arrival of Malayo-Polynesians in the region 
precedes a discussion of his belief that the "identity" or "Malayness" of eighteenth-
century Sumatran Malays was defined by religion and allegiance. Marsden's ideas are 
compared with those conveyed about Peninsular and other Malays in Hikayat Hang 
Tuah (HHT), 1 an eighteenth-century traditional Malay narrative. I argue a close 
coincidence exists between Marsden's understanding of the word Malay (Melayu) and its 
use in HHT. The final section on "national characters"continues the examination of his 
discussion of difference. Marsden was mainly preoccupied with "moral causes" that 
distinguished (Sumatran) Malays from "original" Sumatrans. In mounting his case for 
"difference", Marsden complemented linguistic data with local Sumatran and European 
evidence on the various societies. I argue Marsden believed Malay "national character" 
was shaped by the factors that defined their identity; factors which he held distinguished 
Malays from ''other" Sumatrans and were also responsible for the Malays' 
"degeneration" and "decline". 
Marsden, precursor of British ideas on Malay ethnicity 
The challenge for Marsden was to "avoid ambiguity concerning the Malays"2 by 
distinguishing Malay speakers from Malay nations3 and clarifying why: 
1 The edition of Hikayat Hang Tuah used in this thesis is the version edited by Kassim Ahmad and 
published in Kuala Lumpur by Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka. Kassim Ahmad, (1964)1973, p. xv, notes the 
ms used, a copy of which is held by Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, was owned by Tengku Ibrahim, a relative 
of the Kelantan royal family. He notes the date is indecipherable [it is probably nineteenth century]. 
Kassim Ahmad, (1964)1973, p. xii; the Hikayat was widely circulated, and known to Europeans by name 
and (at least) in outline from the early eighteenth century. Although the latest events can be dated as 1641 
it is often said to be an eighteenth century text. Kassim Ahmad, (1964)1973, p. xvi; for Kassim Ahmad's 
edition doubtful portions of the Dewan Bahasa's text have been replaced by sections from Leiden ms 
(COD Or. 1762 C.E. 1758). For discussion of other mss of HHT see Hooker, 1991 , pp. 94-95. 
2 Marsden, 1783, pp. 36-37. 
the Malays and Sumatrans differ more in features of the mind than those of their 
person.4 
According to received eighteenth-century wisdom, the smallest of physical differences 
could indicate significant mental (or moral) differences; thus "moral causes" could 
account for their (slight) physical difference. Despite a tendency of the relativist mode to 
normalise difference, the 1783 History's third section demonstrated ·that, although 
Sumatrans all belonged to the same family of nations, their "national characters" were 
different: 
All the races of mankind bear to each other so strong a resemblance, in the 
general outline and complexion of their sentiments and actions, and more 
especially of those which are usually termed important, that to exhibit such alone 
would mark no distinction. The most prominent features in the delineation of any 
subject, are not found the most characteristic [i.e. distinctive].5 
"National characters" were differentiated according to their "mixture" of "universal" 
human qualities (or tempers).6 Marsden acknowledged Islam fostered "progress" among 
Malays but attributed to that religion the "moral causes" of "political decline" in Malay 
polities and "degeneration" or "moral decline" in Malay people. Evidence suggests 
Marsden concluded that the moral causes responsible for Malay "national character" 
distinguished Malays from "other" Sumatrans. 
Marsden was the first, and is almost the only, scholar to discuss Malay culture and 
identity in their regional context. The pre-Islamic influences shared by all Sumatrans 
have rarely been so clearly enunciated as in the History.7 Marsden's depiction of the 
3 Montesquieu's definition of"nation" as composed of units "capable of being united", as noted in 
Chapter I of this thesis, was generally accepted in the eighteenth-century and is used in this chapter. 
4 Marsden, 1783, p. 172. 
5 Marsden, 1783, pp. 373-74. Cf. Hume, ( 1777) 195 1, p. 83: "Mankind are so much the same, in all times 
and places, that history infonns us of nothing new or strange in this particular. Its chief use is only to 
discover the constant and universal principles of human nature, by showing man in alt varieties of 
circumstances and situations, and furnishing us with materials from which we may form our observations 
and become acquainted with the regular springs of human action and behaviour". This quotation also 
resonates with Marsden 's introduction to The History as discussed in Chapter III. 
6 Hume, 1748, p. 274: "Where a number of people are united in one political Body ... [they] have a 
common or national Character ... now tho' Nature produces alt kinds of Temper and Understanding in 
great Abundance, it fo llows not that she will always produce them in like Proportions". Hume, 
( 1777)1951 , p. 83: "Ambition, avarice, self-love, vanity, friendship, generosity, public spirit: these 
passions, mixed in various degrees ... have been rrom the beginning of the world, and still are, the source 
of all actions and enterprises, which have ever been observed among mankind". 
7 Kato, 1982, pp. I 00-01 , suggests transformation of Malay adat appears to have taken place around the 
time ofthe Padri wars. See also Young, 1994, pp. 86-91 , for succinct summary of relevant theories. 
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Sumatran cultural environment recorded the contemporary significance of ideas of 
customary law (adat), family (bangsa), descent or lineage (asal),8 and reputation 
(nama):9 all categories in court-based Malay literature whose importance was re-
discovered by twentieth-century scholars. Marsden described each Sumatran nation in 
detail because small differences in appearance represented gradations that equated with 
degrees to which each nation had progressed from an "original" (whose nature could 
only be surmised), 10 as did differences in social organisation. Perhaps because Marsden 
was particularly sensitive to the intellectual imperatives of eighteenth-century society, he 
made a significant contribution to modifying the "enunciative forms of discourse" 11 that 
precipitated new concepts of ethnicity characteristic of the next century. 
Each society has its regime of truth, its 'general politics' of truth: that is, the types 
of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true. 12 
The Enlightenment as a dialectic of contradictory tendencies13 is well illustrated in 
aspects of the 1783 History examined below and contributes to its opaqueness for 
present-day readers. 
The History's comparative vocabulary table illustrates the contradictions inherent in 
eighteenth-century thought. The table ranked the languages discussed in the text, with 
Malay least resembling the other languages. The table could be read from either left or 
right. If read from the right Marsden was ranking on the score of"originality", when the 
Lampungs headed the list, or if read from the left for ranking according to "progress", 
the Malays headed the list. This is the key to understanding how Marsden could give the 
8 Marsden, 1812a, p. 41, defined bangsa as: "race, family, tribe or caste", and asal as, p. 7: "root, origin, 
source. Race, lineage, descent, family". Marsden, 1812a, p. 425, defined descend, or descent, as either: 
(race) asal, or bangsa, and "of high descent", bangsawan. 
9 For example, Chapter III 's discussion of oaths, where men would not risk damage to their family name, 
which is in fact a concern for nama, a concept discussed below. 
10 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 35: "This very extensive similarity of language indicates a common origin 
of their inhabitants, but the circumstances and progress of their separation, are wrapped in the darkest veil 
of obscurity". 
11 Foucault, (1972)200 I , p. 65. 
12 Foucault, 1980, p. 131. The above was prefaced with the following sentences: "Truth is a thing of this 
world: it is produced only by virtue of multiple forms of constraint. And it induces regular effects of 
power". Cf. Foucault, (1971) 1972, p. 219: "This will to truth, like other systems of exclusion, relies on 
instrumental support: it is both reinforced and accompanied by a whole strata of institutional practices". 
13 As noted in Chapter I. Adorno, (1947)1997, p. 83. 
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Malays superior ranking according to his "measures of civilisation" and then describe 
them as "degenerate" in their "national character". As Marsden's "Malaiad" project 
indicated, despite respecting "original" Sumatrans, he always thought of Sumatra as a 
Malay Land. Marsden in summarising his linguistic theory in the History pointed out 
that although the Malay language was a "refined" dialect it still belonged to the general 
language, and furnished proof that Malays and Sumatrans shared a "common origin": 14 
I have elsewhere remarked, that one general language prevailed ... of which the 
Malay is a dialect, much corrupted, or refined, 15 by a mixture of other tongues. 
This tension between corruption and refinement encapsulates the ambivalence that 
infused eighteenth-century world views and resonates with the noble versus naked 
savage controversy discussed in Chapter I. In 1783, while ignorant of Sanskrit linguistic 
or Hindu cultural influences,16 cultural ethnocentrism would still have shaped Marsden' s 
efforts to "make sense of Sumatra" as will be discussed with reference to the traditional 
Malay text, HHT. 
Although eighteenth-century European travellers suggest that throughout the 
Archipelago Islam played a pre-eminent role in establishing the identities of non-court 
Malays, Marsden was probably the first scholar to note the unifying or "centralising" and 
religious nature of the Sultan's role. Matheson has argued that where Melayu occurs as 
an adjective in traditional literature the concepts described are "exclusive" to the elite. 17 I 
argue that Melayu for persons was a generic term for Malays and with Melayu as a noun 
meant the "Malay way of being Islamic". The noun was "inclusive" and the term could 
include commoners. Marsden's interest in the scientific study of "Man" and notions of 
14 Chapter II noted that, before Marsden published "Remarks", Malay had not been regarded as related to 
Sumatran languages. Marsden argued this point again for his non-philologist reader. 
15 This statement is an acknowledgement of the Enlightenment belief that the more people progress the 
further they move from their state oforiginal "innocence". See Rayna!, 1777, V. ii, p. 297: "There is no 
nation, which, as it becomes civilized, does not lose something of its virtue, courage, and independence". 
16 Cf. Marsden, 1811, footnote p. 258, concerning thejujur form of marriage, as noted in Chapter III. 
Also Marsden, 1811 , footnote p. 291, concerning the dissemination of Hindu mythology in Sumatra and 
the Sanskrit word for God which was introduced as follows: "At the period when the above was written I 
was little aware of the intimate connexion, now well understood to have anciently subsisted between the 
Hindus and the various nations beyond the Ganges". Quoted in a footnote in Chapter III. 
17 Matheson, 1979, argues that in the hikayat she studied the word Melayu was a major vehicle for 
conveying ideas of a sense of "Malayness" that was identified with the exclusiveness of the Melaka court. 
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origin caused him to regret the assimilating predilections of the Malays. Nevertheless, 
assimilation resonates with cultural values expressed in Malay traditional literature. 18 
Marsden described the Sultan's influence on Malay behaviour and his function as 
exemplar, not only for the elite, but for a wider Sumatran community constantly 
augmented by the practice of masuk Melayu (becoming Malay). Europeans regularly 
confirmed that Sumatran (and other) converts defined themselves as "Malay". 
Persistence of the practice indicates it was widely understood, commonly accepted and 
culturally relevant. According to Marsden, the Minangkabau Sultan occupied a central 
religio-political position19 and Minangkabau's geographical and cultural connections 
with Melaka were more influential than those they had with Aceh.20 Marsden addressed 
the question of why and how Minangkabau, as an inland polity, wielded such power and 
influence in Sumatra. Although the significant political and religious changes in the 
nineteenth century were undoubtedly preceded by some change in the local cultural and 
economic situation,21 late eighteenth-century Sumatran and European observers 
(including Marsden) would probably have attributed such changes to the traditional ebb 
and flow in the balance of power among the northern Sumatran nations. 
Marsden's history of Malay (and Sumatran) origins 
Marsden's discussion of origins, which occurs chiefly in the 1783 History's Chapter 2 
(on the "Distinction of Inhabitants") and Chapter 17 (on Malay governments and the 
"Empire of Menangcabow"), supplements his philological theories concerning the 
history of the Malayo-Polynesian inhabitants of Sumatra.22 Although Marsden wrote that 
18 Part of whose purpose was to re-present folk beliefs so that traditional pagan myths were 
accommodated within an Islamic framework, as discussed in Milner, 1982, pp. 83-93 ;Taylor, (1992)1999, 
p. 176: "The founding of Melaka and the emergence oflslam mark the beginning of Malay history as it has 
been traditionally remembered in recent centuries. The Malay Annals are informed by an Islamic 
historiographical perspective and do not consider the pre-Islamic past to be of interest." See Milner, 1981, 
pp. 64-65, on the role of copyists, 
19 Reid, 1969, p. 5; Drakard, 1999, p. 265-66. 
20 Reid, 1969, p. 5. 
21 Among events which may have triggered discontinuity in Minangkabau were the virtual elimination of 
the royal family during the Padri disturbances (Kato, 1982, p. 38), and the change in the economy caused 
by changes in the gold trade. See Kahn, 1993, p. 166-7; Dobbin, 1983, p. 62ff. 
22 Eighteenth century estimates of the remote past by British scholars were somewhat inhibited according 
to whether they gave credence to Archbishop Ussher's date of 4,004 BCE for the creation of the world. 
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"attempts to ascertain from whence the island of Sumatra was originally peopled, must 
rest upon mere conjecture",23 he had clearly mentally rehearsed likely events and 
sequences. Routes that Marsden believed may have been followed by the Malayo-
Polynesians who reached Sumatra24 have been tentatively reconstituted below.25 They 
have been deduced from Marsden's "Remarks" paper, as discussed in Chapter II, and its 
further amplification in the History and later works.26 Unlike J.R. Forster, who had put 
forward "inferences" on the direction and source of "Malay" migration, 27 at no stage did 
Marsden advance firm theories concerning progress of Malayo-Polynesian peoples 
through the Archipelago or beyond. 
For the 1783 History Marsden used his Tartar origin conjecture, and an implied route 
through the Malay Peninsula to Sumatra. According to this scenario originals of the 
Malayo-Polynesian family moved out from Tartary (or China) and spread west across 
"the great ultra-gangetic peninsulas" of the Indo-Chinese mainland and probably came 
through Burma and Siam.28 He assumed, until evidence to the contrary emerged, that 
Malayo-Polynesian forebears had reached Sumatra after travelling the length of the 
Malay Peninsula (See Appendix XVIII, Map 1 ). He clearly envisaged successive 
"waves" of Malayo-Polynesian immigration to a Peninsula and Archipelago already 
populated by "aboriginal" negrito tribes.29 Marsden knew of Marco Polo's evidence 
23 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 35. 
24 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 3 5: "Attempts to ascertain from whence the island of Sumatra was 
originally peopled, must rest upon mere conjecture. The adjacent peninsula presents the most obvious 
source of population, and it is accordingly said that Malayan emigrants supplied the Archipelago with 
inhabitants: but no argument, except that of vicinity, can be produced in support of this, not unplausible, 
opinion." 
25 Miksic, 2004, p. 191, summed up the current state of knowledge on time of arrival thus: "The ancestors 
of the modem Austronesian languages of Sumatra do not seem to have been introduced to the island much 
earlier than 2,500 years ago". 
26 Although his last word was that given the state of knowledge no definit~ theories could be advanced 
regarding the direction of migration within the Archipelago. Marsden noted that there were grammatical 
analogies with mainland Asia; see Marsden, l 834a, p. 5, quoted in Chapter JI and quoted in part below. 
27 Marsden was almost studious in avoiding comment on Forster's theories, but used his vocabularies on 
occasion. 
28 Marsden, I 834a, p. 39, and Marsden, I 782, p. 155: "A knowledge of the original Siamese, Laos, 
Cambodian and Peguan languages, as these nations lie in the intermediate space, would present the readiest 
clue to [a] discovery of that kind." 
29 Which in Sumatra, as noted in Chapter III, but not the Peninsula or the eastern Archipelago, appear to 
have been a negligible proportion of the population in Marsden's day. 
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suggesting that a (Malayo-Polynesian) tribe first settled in the south of the Peninsula 
c.1195 CE.30 Marsden therefore inferred, based on Marco Polo's hearsay evidence, that 
some of the first wave of migrants (who became Malay forebears) halted at the tip of the 
Malay Peninsula,31 later moving to Melaka,32 while others continued to Sumatra. 
Marsden postulated that "other" Malayo-Polynesian Sumatrans reached Sumatra long 
before the Melaka-Malays. Marsden noted the landlocked location of the seat of Malay 
hegemony and that the Lampung,33 Batak and Pasaman polities were similarly located,34 
This apparently led him to assume that the original tribes reached the central highlands 
through the eastern river system and then spread north and south along the spine of the 
mountain chain. Marsden made no effort to determine when tribes arriving in Sumatra 
had separated from the original; in Marsden' s words this was "wrapped in the darkest 
veil of obscurity";35 nevertheless, linguistic similarities established their common origin. 
Marsden argued on philological grounds that the original Malayo-Polynesian tribe had 
30 Travels of Marco Polo, 1818, p. 598, Note 1192: "By the island and kingdom ofMalaiur ... [or] the 
kingdom of the Malays ... founded about a century before [c.1195 CE], at the south-eastern extremity of 
the peninsula that bears their name. The appellation Tanah Malayu, or "the Malayan land" seems always to 
have been applied emphatically to that part of the country where the original establishment was formed, 
which is now included in the kingdom of Johor. From the name of their first city, the straits formed by an 
island which lies close to the extreme point of the land, obtained the appellation of the straits of Singapura 
or, vulgarly, Sincapore." 
31 Marsden, 1818, p. xii: "From the latter they steered for the island ofBintan, near the eastern entrance 
of the straits of Malacca. From this place, where they seem to have acquired some knowledge of the 
kingdom of the Malays, at the extremity of the peninsula, they made a short run to the north-eastern coast 
of Java minor, by which is meant Sumatra". 
32 Marsden, 1783, pp. 281-282, gives an extensive extract compiled from mss of The Travels of Marco 
Polo which includes mention of the kingdom ofMeleiur [the Malays] based on the Italian edition of 1601 
and the French of 1556. Travels, 1818, p. 597: "After sailing these sixty miles, in a south-easterly direction 
[from Bintan], and then proceeding thirty miles further, you arrive at an island, in itself a kingdom, named 
Malaiur, which is likewise the name of its chief city. The people are governed by a king, and have their 
own peculiar language. The town is large and well built. A considerable trade is there carried on in spices 
and drugs, with which the place abounds." Marsden suggests this is hearsay. See also Travel, (1953) c. 
2000, p. 273. This places the kingdom of the Malays on Singapore Island (as did Marsden). Cf. Reid, 
2001, p. 297, who places Marco Polo's kingdom of the Malays in Sumatra. 
33 Marsden, 1783, pp. 262-263: "The countrv of Lampoon is best inhabited in the central and 
mountainous parts, where the people live independent, and in some measure secure from the inroads of 
their eastern neighbours, the Javans, who, from about Palembang and the straits, frequently attempt to 
molest them. If you ask the Lampoon people of these parts where they originally came from; they answer, 
from the hills, and point out an inland place near the great lake, from whence, they say, their forefathers 
emigrated; and further than this it is impossible to trace". 
34 Marsden, 1783, pp. 182-183, although the coastal dwellers were said to have removed from the 
seacoast "in order to avoid the government of the Dutch". 
35 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 35, more fully quoted in an above footnote. 
295 
separated only after reaching Sumatra.36 Marsden maintained that the "original" 
Sumatran nations (or "internal" Sumatrans) were older branches of the Malayo-
Polynesian family than either the Melaka or Minangkabau Malays and that the original 
Minangkabau Sultanate was "extremely ancient". 37 He believed the zenith of the 
Minangkabau empire pre-dated the advent of the Melaka empire. He also held that 
aboriginal (negrito) people of the eastern isles of the Archipelago had arrived far earlier 
than groups comparable with either his "original" Sumatrans or the Melaka Malays.38 
The Rise of Me/aka 
Marsden twice asserted that around 1252 CE,39 groups of "Malays" from the tip of the 
Peninsula settled in Melaka. Marsden held that Melaka's establishment40 preceded its 
peoples being converted to Islam41 and he placed the emergence of the Melakan empire42 
as subsequent to conversion.43 Despite Marco Polo's evidence oflslam in Sumatra,44 
36 In the "Remarks" paper, Marsden argued that "radical" words listed in his Tables for the Sumatran 
languages existed prior to separation. He seems to have envisaged a sequential "splitting off' process. 
37 Marsden, 1783, p. 269: "There cannot be a doubt but that it [the Sultanate] is extremely ancient, having 
every internal evidence, and being acknowledged as such by every tradition"; p. 280: "the most ancient 
kingdom" in Sumatra quoted in a footnote below and Marsden, 1811 , p. 41. 
38 Marsden, 1834a, pp. 4-5, noted that in addition to the Malayo-Polynesians: "there exists [in the 
Peninsula, Archipelago and Pacific) the anomalous mixture of another and totally distinct race (possibly 
the more indigenous of the two), approaching in their physical character to, although not identified with, 
the most ill-favoured tribe of African negroes". 
39 Travels of Marco Polo, 1818, Note 1192: "Although about the year 1252, the seat of government was 
transferred to Malacca, the appellation [Tanah Malayu, in Jawi script] "the Malayan land" seems always to 
have been applied emphatically to that part of the country where the original establislunent was formed, 
which is now included in the kingdom of Johor." Cf. Marsden, 1811, p. 327: "During three years [Sri 
Jskander Shah] withstood the forces of the king of Maja-pahit, but in 1252, he retired first to the 
northward, a,nd afterwards to the western, coast of the peninsula, where, in the following year, he founded a 
new city [of Me/aka]". 
40 Marsden 1811, p. 326, wrote that Minangkabau migrants to the Peninsula: "In the twelfth century, 
formed an establislunent there, and that the indigenous inhabitants, gradually driven by them to the woods 
and mountains, so far from being the stock from whence the Malays were propagated, are an entirely 
different race of men, nearly approaching in their physical character to the negroes of Africa". 
41 There is evidence for believing that Malacca received Islam via Aceh. Johns, 1957, p. 8, and in Johns, 
l 961, pp. 14-15, Johns notes that Sufism only became dominant in Islam after l 258 CE and credits the 
Sufi missionaries with its successful introduction into Indonesia. Winstedt, l 935, p. 35, offers the end of 
the thirteenth century for the arrival of Islam in Malacca. 
42 As noted in Chapter I, in the 18th century Europeans generally accepted reports that the Melaka Empire 
had fonnerly been a great power which had spread Islam throughout the Archipelago. 
43 Wolters, 1999, p. 33: "This far flung political culture was reinforced by the profession of Islam, a 
widely circulating Malay-language literature, and frequent marriage relationships across the seas" . · 
44 Travels of Marco Polo, 1818, p. 601: "[the kingdom ofFelech's] inhabitants are for the most part 
idolaters, but many of those who dwell in the sea-port towns have been converted to the religion of 
Mahomet, by the Saracen merchants who constantly frequent them" . 
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Marsden believed on linguistic grounds that conversion of the Malays first occurred in 
Melaka. He was adamant that the "Malay" language developed (or was refined) on the 
Peninsula under the influence of Islam:45 
it is indisputable that the [Malay] Peninsula which bears their name was the 
country in which they rose to importance as a nation, and where their language 
received those essential improvements to which it is indebted for its celebrity.46 
In 1783, Marsden believed Malays were the original Malaya-Polynesian inhabitants of 
the Peninsula and that regional variations in accent 47 and the widespread nature of 
Malay tongue, [which is] soft and easily learnt, being understood and spoken 
all along the coast of the islands, which in the map occupy this vast space,48 
supported his claims that modem Malay evolved in Melaka and was disseminated 
through an extensive Melakan empire. The Melakans' influence extended to the Eastern 
Islands of the Archipelago where they assimilated aboriginal populations.49 Marsden, 
~ 
alerted to the existence of "pagan Malays" by Portuguese records50 (and indigenous 
texts), suggested that Islamic penetration of Melaka was incomplete and that 
unconverted elements of the "original tribe" remained pagan, retaining (or adopting) the 
name Jakun:51 
we have notices of other classes of native inhabitants belonging to the 
Polynesian family ... a clear distinction is drawn between the Maurus (Moors) 
45 Kato, 1982, p. 80, and p. 80, footnote 11: "four of the five largest suku, Caniago, Melayu, Piliang, 
Tanjung, and Koto, are among the original suku according to adat lore. Some sources ... say, however, the 
oldest suku in West Sumatra is Melayu''. Marsden, 1834, p.6: "The vernacular tongue of a people 
inhabiting the interior of Sumatra, became the most celebrated, under the name of Malayu or Malayan; 
which properly belonged to a principal tribe, but subsequently to their migrating, was assumed as the 
national appellation. Issuing from the large rivers on the eastern side of that island, they established 
themselves first at Singapura, and afterwards at Malacca, where a state was founded that rose to the highest 
commercial importance." In 1834, Marsden also appears to have envisaged a much longer gestation period 
before the advent oflslam than when he wrote the History. 
46 Marsden, l 834a, p. 16. 
47 Forrest, 1792, p. 53: "I could not help observing that the king spoke with a strong aspirate, as 
Atcheeners generally do, a kind of burr in the throat, entirely different from all other Malays". Marsden, 
1783, p. 163, also commented on accents, and Wallace, (1869)1880, pp. 126-127, noted that the inland 
Sumatran accents were very different from those around Palembang. Forrest's use of the phrase "other 
Malays" is discussed below. 
48 Forrest, 1779, p. 168. 
49 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 35: "though they have spread their language and manners far and wide, 
since the foundation of Malacca in the thirteenth century, they are considered as intruders only, among the 
aboriginal people of the eastern islands". 
50 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 326, was alerted to this difference by Portuguese sources. Marsden wrote of 
the Bendahara, Nina Chetuan: "This man was not a Mahometan, but one of the unconverted natives of the 
peninsula, who are always distinguished from the Malays by the Portuguese writers. I have some doubt 
whether the term Malaya is at all applicable to the inland people, or their country". 
51 They appear to be what Marsden called "pagan Malays" (i.e. the Malayo-Polynesians who occupied the 
Peninsula before the arrival of the Sumatran Malayo-Polynesians). 
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or Malays, and the Gentios or pagan inhabitants of the inland country, who 
had not, like the others, been converted to Islamism, and who, in consequence 
of their dialect not being the same, were placed by Albuquerque under the 
superintendence of a particular governor of their own race. 52 
In the nineteenth century, the Jakun language was found to have strong linguistic 
affinities with Malay, which provided circumstantial evidence that they were an original 
Malayo-Polynesian (pagan) tribe.53 Marsden later believed that these "pagan" Malayo-
Polynesians of the Peninsula were descendants of "original" immigrants from 
Minangkabau who predated the arrival of Islam in Melaka.54 
A Minangkabau empire 
The "pagan" Minangkabau empire,55 according to Marsden's (indigenous) informants, 
gained dominion over the entire island well before the introduction oflslam to 
Minangkabau (c.1400 CE).56 The existence of a great Minangkabau empire with its seat 
in central Sumatra amid "great plains"57 and well placed mountain ranges accorded with 
geographical features Montesquieu cited as reasons why "in Asia they have always had 
52 Marsden, l 834a, p. 16. He noted his sources as: "the valuable histories of John de Barros and F.L. 
Castanheda, where the conquest of Malacca by the Portuguese, in 1511, and the subsequent transactions". 
53 Marsden, l 834a, p. 16: "from analogy of circumstances, we may conclude [the Jakun] to be (like the 
Battas and Rejangs) the Polynesian inhabitants of the country". Marsden, l 834a, p.16, notes he received 
information on the Jakuns from Raffles in 1809. Raffles, 1816, pp. 108-110, discussed them in a paper in 
Asiatic Researches which included language specimens. 
54 Marsden, 1834a, p. 16: "who at the period of invasion by the Malays from Sumatra, were driven from 
the vicinity of the sea-coast: or may themselves have been earlier settlers from the same island; which is 
the more probable, from the circumstance of the tribe residing in a district named Rembau or Rombau, 
inland of Malacca, being known by the appellation of orang Menangkabau", which was footnoted as 
follows:" "De bergen van Rombouw, die door een Malyedsch volk, genaamt Maning Cabou bewoont is." 
Batav. Transact. vol. iv, p. 333". 
55 Drakard, 1999, p. 243, questioned the extent to which "Minangkabau discourse, in the seventeenth to 
nineteenth centuries, [drew] on ... Malayu [i.e. Melaka] heritage". There are hints in the I 783 History that 
the Melaka influence was still perceptible and acknowledged by Sumatrans in the eighteenth century. 
56 Marsden's, I 783, p. 280ff., authorities quoted a range of dates of which he chose the most 
conservative. Marco Polo's evidence suggested 1268, but in 1783 Marsden, 1783, p. 281, was 
"scrupulous" of accepting this date. Marsden, 1783, p. 281: "Mahommetanism ... had made no progress 
on Sumatra before the year 1400". Cf. Johns, 1957, p. 8, who notes the first Muslim ruler of Aceh died in 
1297. 
57 Robertson, 1777, V. ii, pp. 267-68: "[These] may be judged polished states [when] we fmd countries Q.f 
great extent subjected to the dominion of one sovereign, the inhabitants collected together in cities, the 
wisdom and foresight of rulers providing for the maintenance and security of the people, the empire of 
laws in some measure established, the authority of religion recognised, and many of the arts essential to 
life brought to some degree of maturity". 
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great [despotic] empires".58 Moreover, indigenous reports of a great pagan empire were 
corroborated by a history of European testimony,59 all of which suggested to Marsden 
that this great empire60, now "sinking in the gulph of time", had emerged: 
at a period so early, that when the Europeans first visited Sumatra, about the year 
1500, it was then in the wane.61 
Evidence of fealty given to Minangkabau Sultans in folk traditions of "other Sumatrans", 
such as his connections with rice fertility discussed below, would have been perceived 
by Marsden as supporting claims that the empire had encompassed the entire island: 
The most intelligent Indians whom I have consulted on this head; among whom 
was Raddeen, before mentioned, who as a prince himself, was conversant in these 
topics; positively asserted, that Menancabow [sic] is an original Sumatran 
empire,62 antecedent to the introduction of the Arabian faith.63 
Marsden' s emphatic statement on the originality of the people who held sway in the pre-
Islamic Minangkabau empire has echoes of Kaempfer, who wrote that the Japanese: 
are an original Nation, no ways indebted to the Chinese for their descent and 
existence, and that, tho' they receiv'd from them several useful Arts and 
Sciences, as the Latins from the Greeks, yet they were never made subject, and 
conguer'd, neither by them, nor by any other neighbouring Nation.64 
Marsden was also concerned about originality and for very similar reasons. He held not 
only that the Minangkabau who founded the empire had never been subject to Melaka 
58 Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. i, Book XVII, sect. 6, p. 269: " In Asia they have always had great 
empires; in Europe these could never subsist. Asia has larger plains; it is cut out into much more extensive 
divisions by mountains and seas ... Power in Asia ought, then, to be always despotic". 
59 Marsden, 1783, p. 270: "The commodore [Beaulieu] speaks of the kings of Acheen. Palembang, and 
Indrapour, as independent sovereigns, but as these avow the delegation of their authority from the 
Menangcabow, it only proves that they had, by that period, shaken off their subjection to an empire, then 
declining from its meridian, and sinking in the gulph of time". 
60 Marsden, 1783, p. 169: "Though far distant from that point to which the polished states of Europe 
aspired, they yet look down. with an interval almost as great, on the savage tribes of Africa and America". 
6 1 Marsden, 1783, p. 283. As discussed in the Introduction to this thesis, recent scholars have suggested 
that Marsden (and others) used "conjectural histories" to make sense of indigenous history, whereas 
Marsden was giving credence to indigenous evidence. It should be rememhered that History of Sumatra 
used a "comparative" methodology. The "conjectural histories" notion appears to be based on a 
misunderstanding of Enlightenment philosophical theories of a "natural" or organic development of 
society. (Drakard, p. 37, note 11; Quilty, 1998, pp. 42ff.) Scholars or travellers in the early nineteenth 
century were, like Marsden, convinced by contemporary indigenous opinion (and literature) of the 
antiquity and eminence of the Minangkabau Empire. Newbold, (1839)1971, p. 216: "It flourished for a 
considerable length of time in great splendour; and the religious veneration in which it is held at the 
present day by Malays, as well as its ancient monuments, certainly indicate a high comparative state of 
civilization". 
62 How this information was phrased is an intriguing, but unsolvable, question. The country people were 
said not to have a name for Sumatra. Presumably it was along the lines used by the man who claimed to be 
an original Sumatran. Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 36: "Malayo, Sir, orang oo/oo betool sayo." 
63 Marsden, 1783, pp. 283-84. 
64 Kaempfer, 1727, V. i, p. 96. 
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but also that the "original" Minangkabauans had been assimilated by Malay immigrants. 
Marsden's Tartar conjecture was an important adjunct to explaining his "Remarks" 
conclusions. It enabled him to argue that, because the Malay and Minangkabau peoples 
had descended from the same language family and tribe, even after their assimilation by 
the Malays, the Minangkabau remained an "original people". 
The Minangkabau empire and details of the Malays' arrival were irrelevant until 
Marsden began discussing the Malays as people rather than Malay, the language.65 
Although Marsden's theories on origins of the Sumatran peoples depended primarily on 
oral sources, he was also conversant with some literary sources and however little value 
he placed on their literary merit he would have given some credence to the historical 
"facts" in the accounts.66 He would have found confirmation of Melaka's prestige67 that 
matched oral accounts. Marsden dated emergence of the Minangkabau empire to pre-
Islamic times, noting: 
The idea entertained by the people and strengthened by the glimmering lights that 
the old writers afford us, bespeak an antiquity to this empire that stretches far 
beyond the probable aera of the establishment of Mahomenatism (sic) in the 
island. 
He therefore believed the empire's antiquity was "proved by the extensive and 
acknowledged jurisdiction of Menangcabow" attested by European records and by 
Sumatrans.68 Recognition accorded the Muslim Sultan and his rule by Muslim polities 
was also given by non-Muslim peoples such as the Batak. In Marsden's view, this further 
substantiated the existence of a pre-Islamic Minangkabau empire.69 
65 Whether his discovery of literary and folk traditions of a Peninsular origin for the Malay language 
preceded or followed his theory cannot be determined. 
66 Richardson, 1777, p. xxxii: "The actions of one prince may be imputed to another; anachronisms and 
misnomers may abound; and the achievements of twenty warriors may swell the renown of one hero: but 
no writer will attribute to his nation Customs and Ideas of Government, to which they or their ancestors 
were strangers; and against which the opinions of his fellow subjects must instantly and loudly revolt". 
67 Matheson, 1979, p. 370: "The preservation of certain Malacca traditions [in literary texts] represents a 
chain of cultural continuity extending from the Malacca-linked courts back to Sumatra. The cultural 
dominance of Sumatra-Malacca tradition is reflected in the status accorded the court of Malacca itself, and 
its seventeenth-century successor, Johor. These centres were regarded as representative [in the literary 
texts] of what was truly Malay, and they set the standard for Malay culture". 
68 Marsden, 1783, p. 283. 
69 Marsden, 1783, p. 283: "The superstitious veneration for that ancient monarchy extends itself, not only 
where Mahomenatism [sic] has made a progress, but among the Battas, and other people not tinctured with 
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Although these events were virtually in the realms of pre-history, folk memory supported 
the idea that Malay settlers began arriving in Sumatra during the late fourteenth or early 
fifteenth centuries. The Melakan-Malays were not only the most recent of the Malayo-
Polynesian immigrants, but also the youngest branch: 
The Malays, now so called, are in comparison of the internal Sumatrans, but as a 
people of yesterday. 70 
In the above Marsden is emphasising that the "original" Minangkabau nation had been 
extinguished on their having "become Malay" following conversion to Islam and their 
assimilation with Melakan Malay settlers.71 In the 1783 History, besides Marco Polo, 
Marsden also quoted Vincente le Blanc, who writing in 1660 mentions Monancabo and 
also gives a location for Tanna Malaya in a list of Sumatran coastal polities that included 
Palimbam.72 The location of these polities appears to coincide with the eastern 
approaches of the Minangkabau empire, suggesting possible migration and trading routes 
which he originally assumed had been initiated by Peninsular Malays. (See Appendix 
XVIII, Map 2.) "Original" Sumatrans were aware of the immense prestige of connections 
with the Melaka empire,73 but recognising the "recency" of Melaka Malay settlement in 
Sumatra considered Sumatran Malays were "but as a people of yesterday". 
Marsden maintained that when Melaka-Malays brought Islam and the (modem) Malay 
language to Sumatra74 they transformed an existing and powerful Minangkabau empire. 
This agreed with contemporary [ 1 770s] European notions of the origins of Sumatran 
Malays, discussed in Chapter I. In 1783, Marsden firmly rejected "opinions" that the 
Minangkabau polity had been either converted by an alien ruler descended from the first 
that faith; which would not be likely to attend the government of a foreign intruder, who introduced a 
religion which they have refused to accept." 
70 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 35. 
71 These concepts are further discussed below. 
72 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 7: "At the time of our coming to India, the sea coast was divided into 
twenty kingdoms". The full quote listing all twenty was given in a footnote in Chapter I of this thesis. 
73 A prestige only enhanced by the sense of exclusivity engendered by stories of the Melaka Sultanate. 
74 Marsden, 1783, p. 36; Marsden could have seen many parallels with the introduction of the established 
church to Ireland. 
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Caliph or colonised by Melaka.75 Such suppositions were reflected neither in the Sultan's 
titles nor, Marsden maintained, supported by "history or tradition". He affirmed, in terms 
that resonate with Richardson's precepts,76 that: 
So memorable an event would certainly have been long preserved by regular 
tradition, and some traces would have been discoverable, even at this time. 77 
In 1812, Marsden was to highlight the contrast between the peaceful progress of Islam in 
the East and its warlike progress in the West. 78 Marsden' s 1 783 views were based on 
native traditions of peaceful conversion to lslam79 whereby the Minangkabau were 
"instructed ... but in no shape conquered by people from Malacca".80 This version 
coincided with Marsden's conclusion that Islam arrived with Melaka-Malays settlement 
and infiltrated an existing society of "original" Sumatrans. He doubted that Malays 
would engage in war with a landlocked foreign power deep inside enemy territory.81 
Marsden suggested Melaka-Malays had been attracted to "the most central kingdom of 
the island" because it was the hub of the gold trade.82 In the eighteenth century, 
commerce was regarded as instrumental in promoting "progress".83 Marsden surmised 
75 Marsden, 1783, p. 283, under the margin note: "Opinion that Menangcabow is a colony from Malayo" 
wrote: "to which opinion some have added a conjecture: founded however on no history or tradition; that 
the first Sultan was a descendant of the Caliphs, and settling in Sumatra, acquired extensive authority, as 
some others of that description, denominated Xerif.fe, have done to the eastward". Cf. Raffles, 1822, p. 14, 
who records that one of the Rajas of Maco Maco was named Sultan Sidi Sherif. 
76 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xxxii: "When uncommon and great innovations happen, in the custom of the 
country, writers are careful to trace their origin, to fix their introduction, and to observe their influence". 
77 Marsden, 1783, p. 283. 
78 Marsden, 18 l 2b, p. xxxiv, wrote that the spreading of the koran was: "not indeed rapidly, as in the 
west, by the aid of the sword, but with a gradual progress, the effect of persuasion rather than of force". 
79 Marsden, 1783, p. 36: "Hereabouts [in the kingdom ofMenangcabow or that part of the sea coast 
bordering on it) a colony from the peninsula evidently settled, from whence their descendents emigrating, 
took up their residence at different ports on the southern coast, as far down as Bencoolen." 
80 Marsden, 1783, p. 283-84: "the Menancabow [sic] is an original Sumatran empire, antecedent to the 
introduction of the Arabian faith, instructed [in Islam by the Malays], but in no shape conquered by people 
from Malacca". The earlier part of this passage was quoted above. 
81 Marsden, 1783, p. 284: "It does not seem probable, or consistent with the general course of Malay 
colonization, that they should have subdued an inland country; being found, in every island whither they 
have had access, settled unifonnly on the sea coasts only; to which they are naturally confmed by their 
invariable attachment to trade and piracy". 
82 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 7: "Malacca had the epithet of aurea given to it, on account of the 
abundance of gold carried thither from Monancabo and Barros, countries in the island C,amatra [Sumatra]. 
... Vincent le Blanc. Printed 1660" . He appears to have picked up, but misinterpreted, evidence of 
Sumatra as the original home of the Malays. 
83 Raynal, 1777, V. iii, p. 283: "Commerce is the exercise of that valuable liberty, to which nature has 
invited all men; which is the source of their happiness, and indeed their virtues. We may even venture to 
assert, that men are never so truly sensible of their freedom as they are in a commercial intercourse; nor is 
any thing so conducive to it as commercial laws: and one particular advantage derived from this 
circumstance is, that as trade produces liberty, so it contributes to preserve it". 
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that as the gold trade became established in the Sumatran hinterland Muslim Malays 
from Melaka84 had been encouraged to settle and they had assimilated the earlier 
Malayo-Polynesians or "original Sumatrans".85 
Since the eighteenth-century Minangkabau empire was claimed to be but the remnant of 
a far greater empire, 86 the main thrust of these oral traditions or "folk" memories was 
confirmed rather than denied by history87 and Malay literature. 88 According to Marsden, 
the Acehnese empire emerged in the sixteenth century yet still, in the 1770s, 
acknowledged the Minangkabau Sultanate.89 Javanese encroachments were factors 
(additional to European influence) which Marsden appears to have taken into account 
when reconciling the former power of the Minangkabau empire with its eighteenth 
century presence. In 1783, Marsden had no reason to think that Malays had originated in 
Sumatra. Because of the Melaka dynasty's pre-eminent status Marsden assumed (as did 
his contemporaries) the Malay Peninsula was so-called because it was the home of the 
Malays90 and that Melaka-Malays were settlers in Minangkabau. 
84 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 7, quoted in footnote above and in full in Chapter I of this thesis. 
85 A minor amendment to his original theory in the 1811 History only strengthened his "Remarks" claim 
that Malays and other Sumatran nations shared a conunon origin. It resulted, however, in the virtual re-
writing of the chapter on the Minangkabau polity. Marsden discarded his contemporary information 
gathered through discussions with "native informants" in favour of the origin stories in the Sulalutu 's 
Salatin ' and similar traditional literary works. Marsden, 1811, pp. 326-329. He took the history ofMelaka 
down to 1511 and it was in effect continued by the account of the history of Aceh in Chapter 22 of the 
1811 History. 
86 Marsden, I 783, p. 35: "Menangcabow, being the principal sovereignty of the island, which formerly 
comprehended the whole." See also Drakard, 1999, p. 241: "the Malayu kingdom ... is thought to have 
[been] transferred inland to Minangkabau in the mid-fourteenth century". 
87 Wolters, (1982)1999, p. 32, for example, states: "The Sriwijayan mandala [or vassal rulers system] 
existing from the seventh to at least the eleventh century, seems to have had ... enduring cultural 
consequences, although the notorious uncertainty about its geographical and political identity is a striking 
instance of the amorphous nature of the great mandalas in earlier Southeast Asian history." 
88 Wolters, 1999, p. 132, refers to Drakard's discussion (in her 1993 ANU thesis) of the "competing 
claim[s] to Sumatran sovereignty, exercised according to the "Raffles" version by the Palembang rulers 
and in the "Shellabear" version by the Minangkabau rulers" in the Sejarah Melayu. 
89 Marsden, 1783, p. 172: "The Achenese, though powerful in the sixteenth century, were very low in 
point of civilisation". Marsden, 1783, p. 269: "The kings of Acheen, lndrapour, Moco Moco, Palembang 
and Jambee, acknowledge their authority to be derived from him [i.e. Sultan ofMenangcabow], as their 
lord paramount, and some among them pay him a trifling complimentary tribute". 
90 As did fellow expatriate contemporary, Miller, 1778, p. 163: "The people who inhabit the coast are 
Malays, who came hither from Malacca". 
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Sumatra as the original home of Malays 
Marsden re-wrote his 1783 material on Malay origins for the 1811 History91 because he 
later found Dutch evidence of Malay traditions that Melaka Malay-Muslims originated in 
Surnatra.92 Marsden's 1811 History account (and his 1812 Grammar)93 acknowledged 
Malay literary traditions that Sumatra was the home of the Malays and that Malays 
migrated from Minangkabau to Melaka.94 Marsden had always rejected suggestions that 
Minangkabau had been a colony settled from the Peninsula,95 and this minor adjustment 
strengthened his claim that the Malay and other Sumatran nations shared a common 
origin. Nevertheless he appears to have retained personal reservations about a Sumatran 
on gm: 
Whatever may have been the original seat of the orang Malayu or Malays ... it is 
indisputable that the Peninsula which bears their name was the country in which 
they rose to importance as a nation.96 
Significantly, in the 1811 History he left Chapter 2 (where he defines who qualify as 
Malay people) virtually unchanged.97 The 1811 History modification merely entailed the 
91 By the time he wrote the 1811 History he was aware that there were conflicting traditions about 
conversion to Islam, and by 1834 he was familiar with the Undang Undang Moco Moco, 1822, p. 4: "the 
prince from Roum who after marrying a daughter descended from Karajahan, settles in Menangkarbau and 
founds Pararuyong the modern capital''. 
92 Marsden, 1796b, p. 120, lists works which Marsden, 1811, p. 326, mentioned as sources: Werndley, 
Valentyn, and Petrus de Worm's Introduction to Gueynier's Malayan Vocabulary. This last is noted as an 
item "which he has not had an opportunity of seeing". 
93 Marsden, l 8 l 2b, p. viii: "I have ... only to state the grounds for a belief that the generic name of 
Malayu, now so widely disseminated, did not in its origin belong to that country, but to the interior of the 
opposite island ... and belongs to the great tribe of Sungei-pagu Malayu". 
94 Marsden, 1811, p. 42: "]was ... misled, and on a former occasion, spoke of the probability ofa colony 
from the peninsula having settled upon the western coast of the island; but I have since learned from the 
histories and traditions of the natives of both countries, that the reverse is the fact, and that the founders of 
the celebrated kingdoms of Johar, Singapura, and Malacca, were adventurers from Sumatra. Even to this 
day the inhabitants of the interior parts of the peninsula are a race entirely distinct from those of the two 
coasts". See also Marsden, I 8 I I, p. 326ff. 
95 Marsden, 1783, p. 283: "The entire conformity of[the people from Maiava] with the real Malayans, 
would induce us to think, on a superficial view, that they are altogether, no other than a colonv from that 
peninsula, or that an army from thence, conquered that part of the island, and extirpated the ancient 
inhabitants ... but to these hypotheses, there are strong objections''. 
96 Marsden, l 834a, p.15; the full quotation reads: "Whatever may have been the original seat of the orang 
Malqyu or Malays, but which the most eminent of their writers assert to have been the island of Sumatra (a 
question elsewhere particularly examined*) it is indisputable that the Peninsula which bears their name was 
the country in which they rose to importance as a nation" . The above quotation is footnoted as follows: 
*"Hist. Of Sumatra, ed. iii. p. 326, and Introduction to Malayan Grammar". The question was examined by 
Marsden, 1811, Chapter 18. The matter was apparently still debated even as late as the 1860s. Cameron, 
(1865)1965, p.126: "though we know it was from Sumatra that they [the Malays] came there [the Malay 
Peninsula], still it is believed by some that Sumatra itself had been invaded by them not many centuries 
before. But the search has proved a fruitless one to many painstaking inquirers". 
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later return to Sumatra of a group of Sumatran Malayo-Polynesians who had settled in 
the Peninsula (See Appendix XVIII, Map 3). Marsden's picture of the Malay world 
derived from Sumatran "native informants"98 as well as from "old [Malay] writers", is 
consistent with cultural characteristics discernible in Malay folk sayings and 
contemporary Malay literature of Melaka. He detected the pre-eminence of Melaka-
Melayu influences in the Malay world rediscovered by modem scholars of Malay 
traditional literature. 
As discussed in Chapter II, Marsden was never to relinquish his "Remarks" paper 
hypothesis on the Malayo-Polynesians' Tartar, Indo-Chinese or Taiwanese origins, for 
which he found new philological evidence.99 Marsden obtained a Taiwanese vocabulary 
published in 1823 which confirmed his conjecture that there was a Far-Eastern mainland 
link with the Malayo-Polynesian language family. 100 (See Appendix XVIII, Map 4.) Thus 
Taiwan has been taken as the starting point for the migratory paths of Malayo-Polynesian 
peoples. In 1834 Marsden observed that the discovery that: "some of the most copious 
and artificial dialects are found among the Philippines101 ran counter to the more usual 
theories suggesting the Malayo-Polynesians had travelled west through the Archipelago. 
The Philippines evidence taken with the Taiwan vocabulary data implied a route through 
Taiwan and the Philippines. As noted below, Marsden's evidence suggesting the 
98 Whereas Chapter Ill considered data in the main derived from observation. 
99 Bellwood, (1992) 1999, p. 112, summarises: "the reconstruction of overall linguistic prehistmy which 
is most acceptable today" as follows: "Reduced to its essentials ... a geographical expansion beginning in 
Taiwan, ... then encompassing the Philippines, Borneo and Sulawesi, and finally spreading in two 
branches, one moving west to Java, Sumatra and the Malay peninsula, the other moving east into Oceania". 
100 As discussed in Chapter fl, a feasible reading ofMarsden's l 834a data implied a route through the 
Philippines and Borneo. This interpretation has been vindicated by modem research. Bellwood, 
(1992)1999, p. I 12: "During the linguistic stage termed Proto-Austro-Tai (c. 4500 B.C.?) it would appear 
that some colonists with an agricultural economy moved across the Formosa Strait to settle in Taiwan. 
Here they established the Initial Austronesian languages ... until, after perhaps another millennium (c. 
3500 BC?), their linguistic descendants made the first moves into Luzon. This movement to the Philippines 
precipitated the break-up of the Initial Austronesian linguistic continuum in Taiwan into two major sub-
groups, Formosan and Malayo-Polynesian, and corresponds with the Proto-Austronesian stage of 
linguists." 
101 Marsden, I 834a, p. 5: "The presumption is that its progress has been from the west towards the east; 
but some of the most copious and artificial dialects are found among the Philippines, at a distance from the 
relatively western lands of Sumatra, Java, and the peninsula". This passage was quoted in Chapter II. His 
tables, as noted in Chapter II, also showed suggestive evidence of a connection between the language of 
Taiwan and the Malayo-Polynesian. Cf. Miksic, 2004, p. 191, quoted above. 
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Lampung were the most "original" of Sumatran Malayo-Polynesians also favoured a 
southern entry point (via Borneo) for the Malayo-Polynesian tribes. Although Marsden 
recorded that an interior tribe called the Melayu belonging to the Minangkabau empire 
had migrated via the Eastern seaboard to the Peninsula, he remained convinced that the 
(modem) Malay language originated in Melaka around the time of conversion. 102 
Malay identity: Marsden's view 
Eighteenth-century philologists' assumption that language and nationality (or race) were 
co-extensive reinforced Enlightenment philosophical theories on "national character". 
Therefore, before looking at Marsden's view of Malay "national character" it is 
important to ascertain who Marsden considered to be Malay. Since the Malays were the 
most recently separated Malayo-Polynesian branch they were furthest removed from 
"original" Sumatrans. Marsden's theories on when Malayo-Polynesians arrived in 
Sumatra influenced his delineation of Malay "identity" which reveals a close 
coincidence with views discernible in contemporary Malay sources. Malay identity as 
portrayed in HHT is discussed below.103 
Defining national "identity" automatically conjures up notions of "insiders" and 
"outsiders". Although "national identity" is not necessarily synonymous with territorial 
identity, concepts of "foreign-ness" generally are. Definitions of territory and boundaries 
as culture-dependent concepts reveal areas where differences are most visible. Thus, 
although eighteenth-century philosopher historians were already promulgating ideas of 
nascent political nationhood, 104 Marsden was predisposed to accept indigenous 
definitions of who was Malay. Marsden's understanding that one nation could extinguish 
102 Marsden, 1783, p. 41: "[the peninsular Malays] introduced their language, and scattered everywhere 
the seeds of their religion, which as they shot up, either withered, or flourished more or less according to 
the aptness of the soil, and the pains of the laborer"; Marsden, l 834a, p. 6; quoted In Chapter II. Marco 
Polo failed to mention a Malay lingua franca; rather he emphasised a multiplicity of languages on 
Sumatra. Travels of Marco Polo, 1818, p. 599: "Each kingdom has its own proper language". 
103 The Europeans' "outsider" view of who was Malay was outlined in chapter I. 
104 Montesquieu, (1748)2002, V. i, Book XI, sect. 5, p. 15 l: "One nation there is in the world that has for 
the direct end of its constitution political liberty". See also Montesquieu, (l 748)2002, V. I, Book XI, sect. 
6, p. J 51 ff. on the separation of legislative, judicial and executive powers. 
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another (and its language), 105 and his concern with origins, underpinned his definitions of 
who was Malay and who was Sumatran. Marsden's definitions were narrow if compared 
with pre-nineteenth-century European understanding of "Malay" .106 
Marsden believed religion was the principal factor differentiating Malay from Sumatran 
nations 107 and that the Malay language and "identity" emerged among Peninsular 
Malayo-Polynesians with the advent of Islam. The phrase "the Malays, now so called", 
quoted above, refers to Marsden's (1783) contention that "original" Malayo-Polynesian 
inhabitants ofMelaka and later Minangkabau became known as "Malays" soon after 
their conversion to Islam. 108 As noted above, Marsden believed Melaka Malays brought 
Islam (and their language) to Sumatra and co-mingled with original Minangkabauans109 
who became virtually "real Malayans". 110 He stated, based on evidence from "original" 
Sumatrans, that "Malay" was a term tantamount to "Muslim". Malay immigrants so 
successfully submerged the pre-existing culture that inhabitants of Minangkabau were: 
distinguished by the appellation of Malays, by the rest of the island, which, 
though originally, and strictly denoting an inhabitant of the neighbouring 
peninsula, is now understood to mean a Mussulman, speaking the Malay 
language, and belonging by descent, at least, to the kingdom of Menangcabow, or 
to that part of the sea coast bordering on it, called Atay Angin. 111 
105 The notion that a "weaker" race could be extinguished by a stronger was discussed in Chapter III. 
106 As discussed in Chapter I, before Marsden, an English person's notion of the word "Malay" was very 
much analogous to that of"European". 
107 Marsden, 1783, pp. 35-36: "The people of this empire, by their conversion to Mahometanism, and 
consequent change of manners, have lost in a great degree [their] genuine Sumatran character". 
108 Marsden, 1783, p. 283, although this view was to be modified. See Marsden, l 834a, p. 16, quoted 
above, referring to receiving the "essential improvements" to the language made at Melaka. 
109 Marsden's evidence on the "Malayness" ofMinangkabau in the eighteenth century accords with 
Drakard's findings. Drakard, 1999, p. 261: "The accounts of origin given in surat cap, the style and 
language of these letters and much of the vocabulary associated with the Minangkabau court in the [17th 
and 18th centuries] can be read in a Malay cultural context, in the broadest sense, as much as in a 
specifically Minangkabau frame". 
1 '° Marsden, 1783, p. 283 : "The entire conformity of those people with the real Malayans, would induce 
us to think, on a superficial view, that they are altogether, no other than a colony from the peninsula; or 
that an army from thence, conquered that part of the island, and extirpated the ancient inhabitants". 
111 Marsden, 1783, p. 36. Cf. Marsden, 1811, p. 41: "They are distinguished from other inhabitants of the 
island by the appellation of Orang Melayu, or Malays, which, however, they have in common with those of 
the coast of the Peninsula, and many other islands; and the name is applied to every Mussulman speaking 
the Malayan as his proper language, and either belonging to or claiming descent from, the ancient kingdom 
ofMenangkabau; wherever his place of residence may be". 
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Marsden's phrase "though originally" refers to the period pre-1400 CE before Melakan-
Malays migrated to Swnatra. For Europeans familiar with stories of Arabian conquerors 
who "ruled by the iron hand of religious tyranny"112 his statements on the peaceful 
conversion of Minangkabauans and their empire required justification. The phrase 
"belonging by descent, at least" suggests glimmering notions of a religion-inspired 
(nation-state) allegiance rather than reference to a Malay "elite". 113 Marsden subscribed 
to the eighteenth century notion that Muslim cultures were resistant to change. 114 He also 
believed that since the Malays enjoyed a higher level of civilisation than the less refined 
Minangkabau, the Minangkabau were powerless to resist the more progressive and 
prestigious Malay culture. 115 Thus: 
The inhabitants of Menangcabow did not only change their religion; or rather 
adopted one, where there was none before; but an entire alteration was likewise 
wrought in their language, laws, customs and manners. 
Marsden believed the Minangkabau were successfully and peacefully converted. This 
"alteration", he explained, had "indisputably been effected" by (Melakan) Malay 
settlement. 116 Marsden held that before conversion Minangkabauans not only spoke a 
different dialect, 117 but also would have used the angular script still used by other 
Sumatrans nations. 118 Both Malays and Acehnese119 adopted Arabic script with 
conversion, because of its strong religious connotations. 120 
112 Richardson, 1777, Y. i, p. vi. 
113 Marsden records contemporary indigenous insistence on reference to Melaka-descent in claims to be 
Malay. See Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 35 and Marsden, 1783, p. 36, quoted in full above. 
114 Richardson, I 777, Y. i, p. v: "Arabians proved a radical subversion of every characteristic 
circumstance which distinguishes nation from nation. The ancient government of the Persians was 
overturned, their religion proscribed; their laws trampled upon; and their civil transactions disturbed by the 
forcible introduction of the lunar for the solar calendar: while their language, which the laws of nature 
preserved from immediate and absolute annihilation, became almost overwhelmed by an inundation of 
Arabic words; which, from that period, religion, authority, and faction, incorporated with their idiom". 
115 See Marsden, 1783, p. 283-84, quoted above. The powerful incentives for Southeast Asian polities to 
convert to Islam are summarised in Hooker, 2003, pp. 60-62. 
116 Marsden, 1783, p. 282. 
117 The important role that the "Malay" language played in the propagation of Islam is evidenced in texts, 
for example, Johns, 1957, pp. 74, 75, 106; Proudfoot and Hooker, 1996, pp. 58-63. See also Marsden 's 
Dictionary where "the language of Pasai" is equated with Persian and Arabic as a language of the sacred 
word: 'la ilah ilia allah' ".Presumably changes in the language of the Melakans detected by Marsden and 
his sources occurred after Islam was introduced from Aceh (c. 1404 CE). 
118 Marsden, l 834a, p. 80: "the alphabet employed in the Korinchi country of Sumatra ... there is reason 
to believe was that ofMenangkabau and the Malays, before the conversion of those people to islamism 
[sic]". 
119 Marsden, 1783, p. 282. According to the Achenese story of their conversion (Raja Raja Pasai. 1960, 
p. 57) Islam was brought directly to Aceh by a Sheik from Arabia. Marsden described the Achenese as 
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Marsden's definition of"Melayu" 
Marsden held that European confusion about "Malay" resulted from a "want of 
discrimination". 121 Marsden's analysis was that Malay identity operated at two levels: 
one "racial", which he expressed as being "an inhabitant of Malayu, [or] claiming 
descent from thence", 122 the other "cultural" or religious. Marsden differed from 
European observers (who relied on language, religion and appearance); he perceived that 
Malay identity was conferred primarily by religion and allegiance and that 
acknowledgement of the Malay rulers' descent was recognition of their shared religion 
and allegiance. Marsden's knowledge of Sumatra persuaded him that European practice 
of using "Malay" for Malay-language speakers throughout the Archipelago was not 
justified by "fact". 123 In the History he pointed out that: 
It must be observed that the term Malay, in common speech, like that of 
Moor on the west of India, is almost synonymous with Mahometan. 124 
"Common speech" presumably includes that of indigenous peoples. Such statements 
emphasise religion as the prime pre-requisite for the term "Malay". Significantly, like the 
word Moor, "Malay" in effect meant (Malay) Muslim, and like "Portuguese" substituted 
"nationality" for language and religion: 
In fact the word "Malay" all over the east, no longer denotes an inhabitant of 
Malaya, strictly, nor one claiming his descent from thence, but a person whose 
language and religion are the same with theirs. Thus every black Christian is 
including "Moors from the west of India" in their ancestry. These Moors would have been Muslims; hence 
the origin of the Acehnese faith would have been, in Marsden's eyes, problematic. 
120 This explains why the Malay language was such an effective linguafranca but fails to explain why the 
Acehnese wrote their religious texts in Malay which was their second language. 
121 Marsden, 1812b, p. iv, quoted in footnote below. 
122 Marsden, 1783, p. 283, quoted more fully below. 
123 Marsden, l 812b, p. iv: "we are naturally Jed to inquire in what particular country [the Malay language] 
is indigenous, and from whence it has extended itself throughout the Archipelago. Many difficulties will be 
found to attend the solution of this question ... partly from the want of discriminating between the country 
from whence the language may be presumed to have originally proceeded .. . and that country from whence 
[it was] widely diffused ... investigation has taught us that in the peninsula the Malay were only settlers". 
Note that this statement is at odds with Marsden, J 834a, statements discussed above. 
t
24 Marsden, 1783, p. 36. (Quoted more fully in footnote below.) Although if pressed he would 
presumably have restricted this to Sumatra, with the exception of the Javanese, this appears to have applied 
widely in the Archipelago to those who were "true" Malayo-Polynesians. See Sweeney, 1987, p. 59, on 
Valentyn quoted in footnote above. 
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called, in India, a Portuguese, though his veins boast not a single drop of 
European blood. 125 
As noted in Chapter I, the idea of a pervasive Malay presence in the Archipelago pre-
dated Marsden and it was an idea he aimed to correct. 126 
Eighteenth-century Europeans who encountered "Malay" speaking peoples in the Pacific 
knew they were not hearing Malay proper. Yet, in the Archipelago when they found 
peoples who spoke a Malay related or Austronesian language Europeans generally 
described them as Malay. Thus Muslims of the Archipelago who spoke the Malay lingua 
franca were regarded Malay. Marsden maintained that calling all Muslims Malays was a 
greater error than to call all coastal dwellers of the Archipelago Muslims. 127 Malays in 
the Sumatran rantau, or the coastal Malays as he described them, were those "claiming 
[their] descent ( asal) from thence". 128 Marsden sought to limit the definition of "Malay" 
to the two categories of religion and allegiance (to a SeGuntang sultan129). The last 
sentence of the quotation given above indicates that of these religion was the dominant 
consideration: as a "Hindu" Christian might be called "Portuguese", 130 so a Malaya-
125 Marsden, 1783, p. 283. In other words "Malaya" originally meant the Malay Lands, and thus Malays 
included their descendants in any other Malay settlements believed to have been colonised from Melaka 
(as the original seat of the Malays). In the eighteenth century it was more loosely applied. 
126 Although Reid, 2001, p. 302, credits Raffles with "projecting the idea of a 'Malay' race or nation, not 
limited to traditional Malay sultans or even their supporters, but embracing a large if unspecified part of 
the Archipelago'', this was an idea that was anathema to Marsden. Reid fails to point out the 
incompatibility with Marsden's ideas which he goes on to outline. 
127 Marsden, 1783, p. 34: "The most obvious division, and which has been usually made by the writers of 
Voyages, is that of Mahometan inhabitants of the sea coast, and Pagans of the inland country. This 
division, though not without its degree of propriety, is vague and imperfect; not only because each 
description of people differ considerably among themselves, but that the inland inhabitants are, in some 
places, Mahometans, and those of the coast, in others, what they term Pagans. It is not unusual with 
persons who have not resided in this part of the East, to call the inhabitants of the islands indiscriminately 
by the name of Malays. This is a more considerable error, and productive of greater confusion than the 
former". 
128 Descent (asal) has been identified as a term significant in studies of Malay ethos or Malay identity as 
expressed in eighteenth-century literature. This will be discussed further below in connection with the term 
Melayu. Matheson, 1979, p. 370: "The descent based definitions of Melayu have lost much of their 
significance with time, but eighteenth- and nineteenth-century sources to some extent continue to restrict 
expressions of Melayu to elitist areas of culture, for example, adherence to court protocol (adat istiadat 
raja Melayu), and expressions of culture through court-recognised artform (not crafts)". 
129 The mountain of Bukit SeGuntang is in the Palembang region of south-eastern Sumatra. Reference is 
made in Malay chronicles to royal descent from raj as connected with a mountain of this name. In Hikayat 
Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, pp. 4-9, the raja is said to have descended from God; p. 104, the story ofMalay 
Sultans' claims to descent from SeGuntang rajas is summarised for the Majapahit ruler. 
130 Spavens, ( 1796)2000, p. 199: "The black Portuguese are, by extraction, Moors and Gentoos, but have 
been brought to embrace Christianity by the Portuguese missionaries, as well as to have learned something 
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Polynesian Muslim would be called "Malay". Marsden also established that his preferred 
criteria included ethnographic and cultural conditions. His evidence that Melayu 
conveyed the sense of the Malay way of being Islamic reflects the contemporary 
indigenous use discussed below, and indicates religion was an inseparable component of 
Malay ethos. 
"Masuk Melayu" 
All Marsden's definitions of "Malay" emphasised religion, either by giving it precedence 
in a list of criteria or suggesting it was a synonymous term for Muslim. 131 Placing 
reference to religion first has various implications, but, most importantly, leads to an 
"inclusive" definition of "Malay". Marsden suggested that the practice of masuk Melayu 
was introduced by the "pious converters"132 among the early Melakan-Malays. 133 He 
believed the social pressures that encouraged non-Malays to become a Malay or masuk 
Melayu, discussed below, also contributed to the Minangkabau polity's rapid 
conversion. 134 Marsden argued that, because nations having most commerce with the 
outside world altered most, Islam was chiefly responsible for Malays' "improvement" in 
language and at the root of differences between Malay "national character" 135 and that of 
"other Sumatrans". 136 Unlike Richardson, who praised the literatures of the Arabians and 
of that language, which is in part spoken all over India; so that if a man can speak Portuguese, he may find 
some who can understand him on any part of the continent, and in most of the islands". Spavens served in 
the East Indies in the 1750s and 1760s and included "black Portuguese" among the inhabitants of Batavia. 
131 Marsden, 1783, p. 280. "The people ofMenangcabow, are all Mahometan, and in that respect 
distinguished from the other internal inhabitants of the island." This was supported in indigenous texts and 
colloquial use as discussed below. 
132 Hurgronje, (1893-94)1904, V. ii, pp. 278-79: "Men came hither (to Sumatra) to seek their own 
worldly advantage, and the work of conversion was merely a secondary task'' . 
133 Marsden, 1783, p. 280: "How it has happened that the most ancient, and most central kingdom of the 
island, should have become the most perfectly Mahometans [sic], is a point difficult to account for; unless 
we suppose that the circumstance of its importance, and the richness of its gold trade, naturally drew 
thither pious converters, from temporal as well as spiritual motives". 
134 Marsden, 1783, pp. 311-312, quoted in footnote below. 
135 Although the following was written about the situation in post 1800 Europe, it is applicable to the 
Malays. Greenfeld, (1992)2003, p. 14: "The adoption of national identity must have been, in one way or 
another, in the interest of the groups which imported it. ... A change of identity presupposes a crisis of 
identity". By analogy with what motivated the 18th century Sumatran to "masuk Me/ayu", it would appear 
the original Minangkabau may, for some reason, have lost their former prestige. 
136 Marsden, 1783, p. 251: "With Mahometanism, a more extensive field of literature (I speak in 
comparison) is opened to it's [sic] converts, and some additional notions of science are conveyed. These 
help give it importance". 
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Persians, 137 in the 1783 History Marsden, while finding the stories amusing, did not rate 
highly the literary value of Malay writing. 138 While noting that: 
Their [Malay] books are for the most part, either transcripts from the Alcoran 
(koraan) or legendary tales (kabar); of little merit as compositions, 139 
his attitude was not a result of traditional European prejudice against Islam (as outlined 
in chapter I). Marsden spoke of Malay influence as a "contagion" that tainted genuine 
Sumatrans, 140 and complained that the "original tribes" of Sumatra were constantly 
adopting Malay ways "proper to the Malays alone and taught by them to the highest rank 
of country people''. 141 
The existence or creation of other Malay polities merely suggested to Marsden that the 
empire had promoted the spread of Islam. 142 He had observed that the custom of masuk 
Melayu helped Malay Islam increase its hold in polities belonging to the Minangkabau 
empire and that the role of the Sultan contributed to the early conversion of the 
Minangkabau.143 Thus, the peoples of Anak Sungai or Inderapura or other Sumatran 
Islamic polities, who were culturally similar to Minangkabau, were also Malay. While 
Marsden saw Islam as a vortex into which ultimately all Sumatran nations would 
137 Richardson, I 777, V. i, p. vii: "Amongst the Oriental historians, philosophers, rhetoricians, and poets, 
many will be found, who would do honour to any age or people whilst their romances, their tales, and their 
fables, stand upon a ground, which Europeans, in some points have hardly yet found powers to reach". 
Quoted more extensively below. 
138 Marsden, 1783, p. 276: "Their literature amounts to nothing more, than transcripts of the koraan, and 
cabar or historic tales, resembling our old romances, but having less ingenuity". Cf Marsden, 1796, p. 
222, referring to a Malay romance which: "gives scope to the display of a lively and fertile imagination, 
much delicate imagery, and pathetic passages [which] allude, unequivocally, to well-known personages in 
the Puranas". Marsden, I 796, p. 223, noted that while in Sumatra: "I was uninformed as to the existence of 
the originals, and the passages [refening to the Hindu classics] were of course unintelligible to me". 
139 Marsden, 1783, p. 163. Marsden's knowledge of Malay religious tracts is noted below. 
140 Hurgronje, (1893-94) 1904, Y. ii, p. 277-78: "No religion makes conversion easier for both peoples 
and individuals than does that oflslam; it is possible to become and to remain a member of the community 
without any proofon the converts part of the genuineness of his belief, of his knowledge of the Jaw and his 
fidelity in observing its precepts. The utterance of the "two words" of the confession of faith ("I bear 
witness that there is no God but Allah and that Mohammad is the Messenger of Allah") is sufficient to 
make a man a member of the community of Mohammad; and none of his new fellow-believers has the right 
to call in question the truth of this testimony". 
141 Marsden, 1783, p. 38, pp. 35-36, quoted above; Marsden, 1783, p.251, quoted below. Among the 
Lampung Marsden, 1783, p. 267, reported "countrymen of rank affecting a semundo marriage, in order to 
imitate Malay manners" but it was "looked upon as improper". 
142 See, for example, Marsden's discussion of the settlement of Atay-Angin above. 
143 Marsden, 1783, pp. 311-12, quoted in footnote below. 
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inevitably be drawn, 144 nevertheless, in noting the progress of Islam among the Lampung, 
he did not suggest that it would become a "Malay" polity. 145 Masuk Melayu helped 
explain how Islam brought by settlers from Melaka could so effectively overwhelm 
"genuine Sumatrans''. 146 His 1783 belief that Sumatrans' fear of illness had been 
exploited by Malay priests, 147 which appears to have been in error, would have 
contributed to his criticisms of Malay practice oflslam. Marsden reported that "masuk 
Melayu" was an expression commonly used by ordinary indigenous (and presumably 
European) people to describe converting to Islam. By becoming Muslim, the 
aspirational148 or merely mobile pagan joined the predominant social group: 149 
When the Sumatrans, or natives of any of the eastern islands, learn to read the 
Arabic character, and submit to circumcision, they are said to become Malays 
(munjaddee Malayo). 150 
Marsden refined this definition of "Malay" by qualifying his statement, continuing "But 
this is not a proper or accurate mode of speaking".151 Throughout Sumatra, identity per se 
was bound up with religion and language.152 
144 Enlightenment theories on inevitable demise of"weaker" civilisations were discussed in Chapter III. 
145 Marsden, 1783, p. 267. 
146 This longstanding 'folk' practice of Masuk Melayu appears to have been a feature shared by other 
major Muslim communities of the Archipelago all of whom would, in the eighteenth century, have called 
themselves "Malay". Ellen, 1983, pp. 55-56, for example, has noted that: "over several centuries many 
Temiar, Chinese, Tuan and so on have been assimilated in this way into Malay society in its narrower 
sense. Similarly Achehnese have absorbed Batak, and Maguindanao many neighbouring peoples in the 
southern Philippines". See also Sweeney, 1987, p. 53 ff., especially p. 62, for his comments on the Supra-
national tradition and compare with Sutherland, 200 I, p. 418 on "supra-localism" quoted in Chapter I. 
147 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 153: "Charms are there worn about the necks of children, as in Europe. I 
know not what they are composed of, nor is it of much consequence, being merely impositions of the 
Malay priests". Cf. Marsden, 1811, footnote p. 189, where the reference to Malay priests is omitted and a 
description of the charms supplied. 
148 Matheson, 1979, pp. 370-371: "True Malays were differentiated from non-Malays by their observance 
of a set pattern of etiquette and behaviour, which it was believed had been formulated at the court of 
Malacca". 
149 Wilkinson, 1957, p. 5: "Islam is . .. more than a mere movement in the domain of philosophy and 
thought; it is a great quasi-political force, a militant brotherhood, a definite type of civilization of which all 
its members are extremely proud and with which inferior races delight to associate themselves". 
150 Marsden, 1783, p. 36: "It must be observed that the term Malay, in common speech, like that of Moor 
on the west of India, is almost synonymous with Mahometan. When the Sumatrans, or natives of any of the 
eastern islands, learn to read the Arabic character, and submit to circumcision, they are said to become 
Malays (munjaddee Malayo) ". It appears that in 1783 Marsden may have been drawing on his memory of 
the translation of the phrase rather than a record of the phrase itself. Tn the 1811 History Marsden corrected 
this to "Masuk Malaya", which has become generally used in discussion. 
151 Marsden, 1783, p. 36. He then went on to recount a story in which a local raja rejected the idea that he 
was Malay stating "I am an original countryman." He may have been referring either to birth or to descent 
in the strictest sense of lineage. 
152 Tribal boundaries are defined (on both sides) in terms oflanguage and religion. Drakard, 1990, p. 81: 
"When Sultan Ibrahim reached Bakara the people did not understand the language in which he spoke, and 
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Marsden 's view of Malay Polities 
The sovereign's role as an exemplar153 was a concept familiar to Marsden. He reported 
that pagans on taking up residence in a Malay Sultanate were rapidly converted: 
Perhaps it is less surprizing that this one kingdom [of Minangkabau] should have 
been compleately converted to the Mahometan religion, than that so many 
districts of the island, should remain, to this day, without any religion at all. It is 
observable, that a person of this latter description, coming to reside among the 
Malays, soon assimilates to them in manners, and conforms to their religious 
practice. 154 
Non-Malays from many surrounding polities formerly tributaries of the old 
Minangkabau empire were gradually assimilated into Malay communities. Effectively 
the price of citizenship was conversion. 155 Although Marsden was cynical about converts 
who "[barter], for a paradise and eternal pleasures, so small a consideration as the flesh 
of his foreskin"156 undoubtedly "becoming" a member of the Islamic faith was a 
commonly practised eighteenth-century archipelagic custom. 157 Marsden relates a 
conversation between two Sumatrans concerning literacy which concludes as follows: 
"but what foundation have you, for expecting assistance from Allah and 
Mahomet?" "Are you not aware; replied the Malay; that it is written in a Book: 
have you not heard of the Koraan?" The native of Passamah, with conscious 
inferiority, submitted to the force of this argument. 158 
when he introduced Islam, they declined to change their religion, even though they promised to do all else 
that he might order. When he left Bakara they offered prayers ... to the spirits of their [own] ancestors". 
153 Hume, 1748, pp. 278-79: "Where the Government of a Nation is altogether republican, it is apt to 
beget a particular Set of manners. Where it is altogether monarchical, it is more apt to have the same 
effect: the Imitation of Superiors spreading the national Manners faster among the People". See also 
Hume, 1748, p. 275: "The Genius of a particular Sect or Religion is also apt to mould the Manners of a 
People". Thus the sovereign's role as an exemplar was not just a feature of Asian polities, but was also 
held to be a powerful force in Europe. 
154 Marsden, 1783, p. 284. 
155 Milner, 1982, pp. 89-90, argues that Hikayat Deli (possibly early nineteenth century text, seep. 82 and 
note 44 p. 82), with its detailed descriptions of Malay customs and manners was Mitten to help the (pagan] 
people assimilate with the Malay community in Deli. Similarly at the elite level intermarriage was the 
mechanism which allowed for the expansion of the elite, and at the same time served as the equivalent of 
an "oath of loyalty". 
156 Marsden, 1783, p. 284: "He relinquishes no favourite ancient worship, to adopt anew [sic]; and is 
manifestly a gainer by the exchange, when he barters, for a paradise and eternal pleasures, so small a 
consideration as the flesh of his foreskin". 
157 Marsden, 1783, p. 252: "Many who profess to follow [Islam], give themselves not the least concern 
about its injunctions, or even know what they require". 
158 Marsden, 1783, p. 252. 
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From the perspective of the poorer classes (ra 'ayat) the Sultanate' s focus was its 
religious rather than its politico-dynastic aspects. The custom encouraged minorities or 
backward peoples to adopt customs they perceived as progressive and prestigious. 159 The 
term Malay as "almost synonymous with Mahometan" parallels the Indian use of 
"Portuguese" and is evidence of colloquial usage which supports the same notion. 160 Of 
the Rejang of Sumatra Marsden wrote: 
even those among them who have not been initiated in the principles of 
Mahometanism, yet regard those who have, as persons advanced a step in 
knowledge beyond them, and therefore hesitate to own circumstantially, that they 
remain still unenlightened. 161 
Islam was a respected source of authority amongst most indigenous tribes. 162 Masuk 
Melayu throughout the Archipelago equated with gaining knowledge and rising up in the 
world. 163 
Marsden' s contentions that the Melaka-Malay nation and Malay language (as he knew it) 
dated from their (pre-1400 CE) conversion and that Melakan-Malays had "extinguished" 
any previous language and script were central to his depiction of Sumatran Malays of 
Minangkabau and elsewhere on the island. 164 Marsden's strict definition of a Sumatran 
Malay depended on descent (asa[) and was: 
a Mussulman, speaking the Malay language, and belonging by descent, at least, to 
the kingdom of Menangcabow, [or its coastal dependencies]. 165 
This "inclusive" definition of "Malay" recognises the realities of the assimilation process 
whereby a non-Malay became a Malay and the Sultan as originator of the impetus for 
159 Marsden, 1783, p. 253, information from his friend Radeen of Madura persuaded him that pagan 
inhabitants of the Archipelago saw a future life: "not as a state ofretribution, conceiving immortality to be 
the lot of the rich". See also a further quotation from Marsden, 1783, p. 253 in a footnote below. 
160 Marsden, 1783, p. 283. Quoted above in text. 
161 Marsden, 1783, p. 251. 
162 Forrest, 1779, p. 371.The Jdaan of Borneo and Labuan are said to have respected Mahometans 
because they had a religion. 
163 Presumably the fact that authority of Malay Sultans was acknowledged by "other Sumatran" nations 
encouraged migration and assimilation. 
164 Marsden regarded the Minangkabau as a Malay speaking people. Marsden's History confirms 
Drakard's, 1999, p. 246, observation that the court operated in a: "system of Malay cultural knowledge". 
Marsden does not appear to have detected evidence of the existence ofa "distinctively 'Minangkabau' 
language and cultural identity manifested in later, nineteenth century texts, which articulate what Drakard, 
1999, p. 261, calls a" 'Minangkabau' view of the world". 
165 Marsden, 1783, p. 36, quoted more fully above. 
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conversion. 166 Marsden' s account of "native" understandings of Melayu emphasised a 
combination of religion, language and descent such that a Malay was defined as a 
Muslim belonging to a polity ruled by a sultan of SeGuntang (or equivalent) descent. 
Thus the essence of being Muslim entailed for believers, as part of an inalienable 
inheritance, their "nationality". A twentieth-century scholar-administrator followed "a 
curious illustration of the Moslem view that religion is largely a matter of national 
classification'', by stating: 
Islam is therefore more than a mere movement in the domain of philosophy 
and thought; it is a great quasi-political force. 167 
This idea has been noted, with more gravitas, by later scholars. 168 
Melayu for persons 
In 1812 Marsden stated that in a collection of correspondence from Peninsular Malay 
chiefs, "the term "Malayu" [sic] as applied to themselves or other eastern people very 
rarely occurs". 169 These comments suggest that context provides the key to understanding 
the contemporary use, and therefore the meaning of Melayu. An examination of contexts 
in which Melayu for persons occurs indicates Melayu should be interpreted as a generic 
term for a broad group. In the eighteenth-century Malay text discussed below, Melayu 
was used by non-Malays for a (Malay speaking) Muslim person from a polity ruled by a 
Sultan descended from the SeGuntang (or mythical equivalent) dynasty, in other words, 
166 Marsden, 1783, pp. 311-3 12: " the divided nature of. . . government, and confined independence of the 
petty chiefs, ... is unfavourable to the propagation of new opinions and customs, (as the adoption of them 
by no one raja would serve as authority to others, but the contrary) and which is not the case where people 
are united under one head, whom they look up to as the standard of their conduct. This was probably the 
reason of the complete conversion of the subjects ofMenangcabow to Mahometanism". Marsden, 1783, p. 
280. See full quotation in discussion of masuk Me/ayu. 
167 Wilkinson, I 957, pp. 4-5, who would have read Marsden, concurred with his analysis, but phrased it 
as it were in reverse. The curious illustration "occurs in one of the acts of the Caliph of Al-Mamun". 
168 Milner, 1983, p. 23: "A wide range of political ideas were incorporated in medieval Islam. The South-
East Asian rulers adopted some of these ideas. Moreover, both rulers and their sub jects came to consider 
themselves to be living in Muslim polities, and the political thinking of Muslim South-East Asia became 
linked to developments in the wider Muslim world". From Marsden's evidence Sumatra was only on the 
cusp of this latter stage. 
169 Marsden, J 8 l 2b, p. ix: "It is not a little remarkable that in the correspondence of the Malays, and 1 
allude especially to the chiefs of the various districts of the peninsula, whose letters I possess in great 
numbers, the term "malavu" as applied to themselves or other eastern people, [i.e. of Sumatra or the Riau 
or other Malay islands] very rarely occurs ... ".Quoted in full in footnote below. 
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from the Peninsula, Sumatra or the Riau-Lingga Archipelago. This is also Marsden's 
definition. 
Marsden's use of the phrase Malay Lands170 indicates he is referring to regions where the 
Sultan ofMelaka had been recognised as pre-eminent among the ruling Malay 
sovereigns. 171 Although some scholars have treated the phrase tanah Melayu as a 
synonym for Melaka, 172 a wider view of tanah Melayu, supported by contemporary 
indigenous evidence, was adopted by Marsden. 173 Marsden, and other Europeans such as 
Forrest, presumably modelled their phrase Malay Lands on tanah Melayu (or Malayo 174). 
The countries where Malay was spoken had been well known in Europe since the 
Portuguese conquest of Melaka. Marsden endeavoured to eliminate the confusing of 
Malay speakers and Malay people. He enumerated countries where Malay was spoken 
suggesting the European name for the Peninsula derived from the language, not the 
people. 175 In 1812, Marsden returned to his point that although: 
the Malayu language ... prevails throughout a very extensive portion of what is 
vaguely termed the East-Indies, 
Malay speakers and Malay people were not co-extensive. When defining lands populated 
by Malays, Marsden specified only those polities populated largely by Malays and under 
170 Matheson, 1979, p. 361 , notes that tanah Melayu was used "Firstly, as a general classifier for territory, 
to be compared with buah, ekor, etc., as in "tanah Terengganu" (HHT, p. 408) .. . "tanah Melaka" (HHT, 
pp. 386, 414), "tanah Melayu" (HHT, pp. 400, 44-45) ... "segala tanah Melayu (HHT, p. 412, 177)" ". 
Classifiers typically have meaning independent from their use as a classifier (thus 20 head of cattle is 
different from the heads of20 cattle). Tanah in this text appears to encompass the range of abstractions 
found in the English words country and nation (where it embodies the abstract notions of fatherland, and 
the people embodying the nation unrelated or additional to a topographic sense). The plural has a meaning 
the equivalent to Malay Lands with the added rider that they are Muslim kingships, and appears to be the 
sense in which Marsden used the phrase. See Appendix X, Tanah Melayu, p. 273, "tuanku raja besar pada 
tanah Melayu itu"; p. 421 "segala tanah Melayu". 
171 For definition see Marsden, 1811, p. 328: "[from 1276] his [Sultan Muhammed Shah, the first Muslim 
Sultan at Melaka] influence appears to have extended over the neighbouring islands of Lingga and Bintan, 
together with Johar, Patani, Kedah, and Perak, on the coasts of the peninsula, and Campar and Aru in 
Sumatra; all of which acquired the appellative of Malaya, although it was now especially applied to the 
people of Ma/aka, or, as it is commonly written, Malacca". 
172 For example, Stevens, 2004, p. 626: tanah Melayu - Malacca. 
173 For examples, see Appendix X, Tanah Me/ayu, Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964) 1973), pp. 46, 68, 86, 104. 
174 Marsden, 18 J 2a, p. 67: "tanah Malayu the country of the Malays" . 
175 Marsden, 1811, p. 326: "It had been assumed ... that when [Malays] are found upon the numerous 
islands forming this archipelago, they or their ancestors had migrated from the country named by 
Europeans (and by them alone) the Malayan Peninsula or peninsula of Malacca". He reiterated this point in 
Marsden, 1812b, p. [i], quoted in footnote below. 
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Malay rule, 176 as distinct from countries whose first language was not Malay or where 
Malay was spoken by negrito and part-negrito peoples. 177 
In Marsden's History, Melayu for persons was a generic term for the non-elite or people 
in general and conveyed the sense of the Malay way of being Islamic. 178• Since Melayu 
for persons was the general term that could apply to all Muslims from SeGuntang 
Sultanates or vassal states, rather than people of a specific kingdom (kerajaan),179 it was 
not appropriate in public or official documents. 180 In a society where "public life [meant] 
the personal relationships between rulers and subjects", 181 or one ruler with another, 
Marsden would have known, for reasons described below, the Sultan would not describe 
himself or his subjects with a term equivalent to "Muslim" because that was axiomatic 
and non-specific. Position (and therefore authority), not ethnicity, was the determining 
factor. In Sumatra public documents usually nominated persons according to centres of 
power they represented; 182 "orang Kompanie", not "orang lngris", 183 was used in treaties 
176 Marsden, 1812b, p. [i]. The quotation continues: "including the southern part ofthe peninsula beyond 
the Ganges, now bearing the name of the Malayan Peninsula, together with the islands of Sumatra, Java, 
Borneo, Celebes, and innumerable others, as far to the eastward as the Moluccas, emphatically tenned the 
Spice-islands, to the southward, as the island of Timor, and to the northward, as the Philippines; fonning 
collectively the Malayan Archipelago". 
177 As discussed in chapters I and II , many Malayo-Polynesian languages had been "recognised" by 
Europeans as "Malay". Reid 2001, p. 303, quotes Marsden's use of the phrase "people below the wind" 
[Marsden, l 812b, p. ix] to support his contention that in the 18th century "Malay" was an exclusive 
category. Cf. Reid, 1999, pp. 5; 74. Valentyn, (1724-26) 1884, p. 52, quoted below, specifically noted that 
these were not expressions exclusive to Malays or Arabs. 
178 Some evidence that this nuance had been perceived by Valentyn is to be found in Sweeney, 1987, p. 
59: "Valentijn provides a similar description (of "true Malays"]: they are the people of the "Malay coast", 
which he defines geographically, although in a more limited sense only the Malaccans are "orang 
Melayu"; while the people of the peninsula and Sumatra are also called "Malays", it is always with the 
addition of the country from which they originate, for example, Melayu-Johor, Melayu-Patani." Sweeney 
adds: "In practice, however, both Wemdley and Valentijn use the term "Malay" in a much wider sense". 
179 
"Melayu" can be regarded as a blanket tenn similar to "European Protestant" or "European Catholic" 
or even the acronym "WASP" (white Anglo-Saxon Protestant) formerly common in the USA. 
180 It would not make sense for example for the Sultan to describe himself or his subjects as Muslim 
because that went without saying. In official documents he needed a more specific phrase. 
181 Wolters, (1982)1999, pp. 130-1 31, where he notes" ... in 1982 I had already come to understand 
public life to mean the personal relationships between rulers and subjects". 
182 Although Maier, 1988, p.78, has pointed out their ambiguity, Malay texts tend to emphasise that 
authority lies with the ruler and resides in the ruler. Drakard, 1999, pp. 74-75, 174-75 has shown that this 
was reflected in reality, when rulers "delegated power" by giving out "blank cheques" or their chops were 
reused in various ways as authorisation. Public negotiations were done in the name of the ruler, for 
example arrangements for dynastic marriages, Hikayat Hang Tu ah, (1964) 1973, p. 99ff. 
183 Moco Moco Treaty (unpublished), NLA microfilm ofSOAS MS 681, cl720, p [7]: "jangan ber-
gado[h]-gado[h] dan ber-banit banit [ber-bantah bantah?] oarang Sultan dangan oarang Company". 
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at Bengkulu and "Wakil Kompanie" in legal codes. 184 Treaties with the Company were 
signed by the Sultan and his officials, and the people referred to as "segala anak 
buah". 185 As discussed below, orang Melayu in Malay traditional literature appears to 
mean, not the Malay population, but a "a gentleman of the court" and as a noun Melayu 
has a derogatory (or lower class) sense. Marsden was aware that Melayu had multiple 
resonances and could, like Moor, be used as a personal noun. 186 
Marsden and his contemporaries used "Malay" for a Malay person. Besides Marsden's 
overt statements defining a Malay person, the 1783 History provides examples of 
Melayu (as a noun) in everyday speech. 187 This construction appears to be associated 
with insider-outsider concepts, and occurs in similar contexts in at least one version of 
HHT. The first is masuk Melayu, which in the 1783 History is reproduced as "munjaddee 
Malaya" .188 Significantly in both cases Malaya is unqualified. If the phrase "to become a 
Muslim" is translated "to enter (Malayan) Islam" its meaning becomes quite 
transparent. 189 In the second it is used by a (professed) non-Malay. In Sumatra, Muslims 
were assumed to be Malay; thus Muslim rulers would call themselves and their subjects 
"Malay". Marsden implied that exceptions to this were few when he contrasted the 
184 See Appendix IV, Anak Sungai Code, (ms), paras 5, 7, 8, 20. 
185 Moco Moco Treaty (unpublished), NLA microfilm ofSOAS MS 681, c. 1720, p. [15). It was signed 
with "chop Sultan dan tapatangan segallo mantrie dan proatten menaroo tappatangan [sic] dallam 
souraf'. Moco Moco Treaty, (unpublished), NLA microfilm ofSOAS MS 681, c. 1720, p. [3] refers to 
"Company english dallam negeri England". Moco Moco Treaty (unpublished), NLA microfilm ofSOAS 
MS 681, c. 1720, p. [6]: "segallo anac booa''. 
186 
"Moor" in the eighteenth century did not just apply to people, but to garments, behaviour etc. See 
Hobson-Jobson, (1903)1994, pp. 581-583, which defim:s Moor, Moorman as "A Mahonunedan; and so 
from the habitual use of the term (Mauro), by the Portuguese in India, particularly a Mahommedan 
inhabitant oflndia". OED Online New edn, 2002, Moor means "2. A Muslim; spec. a Muslim inhabitant 
ofindia or Ceylon (Sri Lanka)" and a 1763 quote as "The word Moors is used by us to express the 
Mahometans of all sects and countries who are settled in India"." 
187 Reid, 2001, p. 298: "Although Melayu was undoubtedly used to the [commoner] population who had 
lived [in Melaka?] long enough to speak Malay as a first language and to identify with the Sultan as his 
loyal people". However, Reid a) has not taken account ofreligion and b) has not explicitly stated that 
Melayu was used in this form for lower class or commoner Malays. 
188 Marsden, 1783, p. 36; full quotation given in footnote above. Marsden, 18 I 2a, p. 7 gives examples of 
both: "Men-jadi islam to become a Musselman or Moslem. Bharu iya musuk islam he is lately converted to 
or has embraced the faith". (The non-Muslim indigenous perceptions of the advantages of"becoming 
Malay" were also discussed in Chapter III). 
189 As indicated above. Marsden was just the first of many to note the phenomenon of masuk Melayu. 
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"Pangeran of Soongey Lamo", the Rejang chief, who called himself an "original 
Sumatran" apparently rejecting with some scorn the notion that he was Malay: 
Malayo tedah, Sir, orang ooloo betool sayo. "No Malay Sir; I am a genuine, 
original countryman". 190 
with his neighbour the Sultan of Anak: Sungai who "stiled himself and his subjects, 
Malays". Melayu in the above quotation was used in a derogatory sense: used 
colloquially as a noun Melayu appears to have embodied a well-recognised concept of 
derision. 
Di-Bawah Angin: some outsider views 
Marsden endeavoured to clarify the concept of di-bawah angin (below the wind) 
because it appeared to be a name for Malay people. From Marsden on, commentators 
have noted that Malay notions of territory differ from European: the polity was defined 
by the river rather by a (defensive) periphery as in the West. 191 The sea may be "a 
predominant word in many discursive formations" 192 and the concept of "ocean" an 
important concept in the seaboard countries of Europe, signified in the naming of 
specific oceans. In the maritime polities of Asia, however, the place of "oceans", which 
apparently have no names in Malay literature, 193 has been taken by "wind". Each wind 
and monsoon has its own name. 194 For example the monsoons that brought ships from 
190 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 36: "He seemed offended at my supposing him a Maylayman [sic], in a 
conversation I once had with him on the subject, and replied with some emotion, "Malaya tedah, Sir, 
orang ooloo betool sayo ". The Pangeran was presumably a Muslim Rejang originally from the interior. 
191 Marsden, 1783, p. 175: "The names which we usually apply to countries or districts, belong properly 
to the rivers; and it is, with the natives, more common to say, the people of such a r iver, than of such a 
country. Rivers in Europe divide provinces, but in India they are considered as running through the center 
of them". Cf. Kathirithamby-Wells', 1993, p. 77, statement that Gullick's was the pioneering definition. 
192 Maier, 1992, p. 1. 
193 Maier, 1992, p. 11: "In written Malay discourse the sea is hardly ever specified. Laut is laut, and 
particular seas are hardly ever mentioned". Maier, 1992, p. 12, goes on to speculate that the information 
may have been kept hidden from their competitors and outsiders. Since Malay maritime knowledge was 
mainly derived from Arabic sources, this would be hard to substantiate. 
194 
"Extract from Moh if', 1834, p. 548: "The principal winds are four, according to the Arabs, the 
Northern, Southern, Eastern, and Western; those between them are called sidewinds (Nokeba); but the 
pilots call them by names taken from the rising and setting of certain stars, and assign them certain limits. 
within which they begin or attain their greatest strength, and cease. These winds limited by space and time, 
are called Mausim (Monsoon); viz. seasons". The following Arabic verses give the names of the four 
cardinal winds: "Saba (the East) blows from the rising of the sun. From the Polar star comes the North 
wind, called Shemeul; and from Canopus, the South wind, called Janub; opposite to the East blows the 
West wind, Dobar". 
320 
the Arabian coast to Melaka, Sumatra and Java belonged to the first (or western) class of 
monsoon "called by some Tirmah and by some Damani", and the wind that enabled 
ships from those destinations to reach the Arabian coast were monsoons "of the second 
class, that is the eastern ones called Azib or Saba". 195 
"Below the wind" is an Arabic expression found in ancient seafaring manuals 196 and 
therefore not indigenous to the Malay language or region. Malay use, if stripped to 
essentials, is consistent with its Arabic meaning. According to seafaring manuals, 
besides sailing directions for particular destinations, categories of importance to 
maritime Arabs sailing to India were: celestial bodies, compass points, continents 
"below the wind" and America, the absolute circles and the circles below the wind, 
drawing up maps and charts, making landfalls, and calculating the lunar, Persian, Roman 
and Coptic years. 197 
The monsoons below the wind which blow at this time from the Arabian 
continent and the coasts, and the other countries below the wind, are: 26. The 
monsoon for sailing from Aden to Malacca, Shomotora [Sumatra], Tanassari, 
Martaban, Bengal and all the ports situated below the wind, sets in about the 
280th of the Yazdajirdian, that is, the 145th day of the Jalalian year (12th August 
[1834 ]).198 
Thus, clearly, the expression "below the wind" refers to a wind direction taken from 
where the person using the term is situated. The phrase is relative. It does not refer to a 
particular location and only applies to the Archipelago in certain circumstances. It 
indicates direction away from a given starting point. Thus de bawah angin199 and de atas 
195 
"Extract from Mohit", 1834, p. 551. 
196 
"Extract from Mohit", 1834, p. 546. "The original Arabic version of Mohit, or "Sidi Ali Capudan's 
(Captain's) work, according to the announcement in its preface, has been compiled out of no less than ten 
Arabic works on the Geography and Navigation of India, three ancient, and seven modem ones. The 
ancient ones: I. The work of Leis Ben Kahla'n: 2. OfMahammad Ben Shadan; 3, of Sahl Ben Aba'n. The 
modem: 4, The work of Jolfa'r Ben Ma'jed, a native of Omman; then the five works of Suleiman Ben 
Ahmed, a native of the town ofSheher, [near Aden], viz. 5. The Fewaid; 6. The Hauwie, 7. The 
Tohfetelfohul; 8. The Omdet; 9. The Minhaj; IO; The Kiladet ul-shomus". 
197 
"Extract from Mohif'. 1834, p. 546. This last was essential for using tables indicating when the 
various monsoons began and ended. The Mohit is a Turkish translation ( 1753) from a (1558) copy of an 
Arabic original of 1554. Topics were selected from the list on "Extract from Mohit", 1834, pp. 546-547. 
198 
"Extract from Mohit", 1834, p. 551. The editor added dates for 1834 to the translation. 
199 Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 468, Hang Tuah had been four months at the court of the Raja of 
Rom, but was unable to arrange for an audience with him for the Raja of Melaka, since: "sa-kadar tuanku 
empat bersaudara ini juga memeliharakan di-perhamba sakalian itu. Kerana adat Melavu di-bawah 
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angin, which cannot be readily translated by (literal) phrases, have the sense of 
"towards" and "away".200 As noted in chapter II, Marsden divided Malayo-Polynesia into 
"hither" and "further". Marsden's earliest reference to the phrases as indicating 
windward and leeward, occurs in relation to a specific place. He was detailing the 
boundaries of the kingdom of Minangkabau,20 1 which he noted as including the sea-coast 
of Atay-Angin which he suggested was inaccurately described as being situated 
windward of the northeast monsoon. 202 According to Marsden it was more accurately a 
reference to the direction from whence Malays came to settle (i.e. from the northeast).203 
In Malay use, the primary meaning of the phrase concerned direction, in the sense of east 
or west, and therefore indicated "place" or location. Marsden drew attention to the 
phrases' directional nature, but was apparently unaware of their Arabic origin and 
relational connotations. 
It is not a little remarkable that in the correspondence of the Malays, and I allude 
especially to the chiefs of the various districts of the peninsula ... they familiarly 
employ the phrase of orang de-bawah angin, signifying the "leeward people", or 
angin sana"; see Appendix X, Use of Melay; see also Appendix X, Tanah Melayu, Hikayat Hang Tuah, 
(I 964) 1973, p. 79 (also quoted in a footnote below). 
200 Barnes, 1988, p. 102: "In Austronesian languages, an understanding of local uses of direction 
indicators typically is fraught with difficulties for outsiders ... [it is the] Polynesian habit of continually 
introducing into speech adverbs meaning up and down, hither and hence, seawards and landwards. 
'Everything and everybody spoken of are viewed as corning or going, or in relation to some place, in a way 
which to Europeans is by no means accustomed or natural' ". Maier, 1992, p. 12, on Malay words for 
compass points notes that direction was plotted from where the person was at the time and "tend to 
conceive the world from the perspective of their own community". 
201 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 282: "Atay-angin signifies windward; but the part of Sumatra so-called, 
extending from Natal to Priaman, does not, I should apprehend take it's [sic] name from it's [sic] situation, 
but from the people, who probably settled there in considerable numbers from those eastern countries 
which lie to windward (with regard to the North east monsoon) of the peninsula ofMalayo, and which are 
thence named Atay-angin, as those on the western side of the peninsula, are termed Deboua-angin". The 
monsoon Marsden refers to is the North-east monsoon across the South China Sea, not the Bay of Bengal. 
202 Since the phrase would have been acquired from Arabian seafarers, they would have been referring to 
the monsoon wind that brought them, or was required to give them passage home. 
203 Marsden, 1812b, p. ix. Despite Marsden having indicated that de Barros, the Portuguese historian who 
first recorded these phrases, reversed their meaning whereas Valentyn's statement that "people below the 
wind" or "Easterlings" meant "to leeward" was correct, he [elsewhere?) diverges to discuss "from whence 
this meteorological rather than geographical distinction has arisen". Valentyn, (1724-26)1884, p. 52: "The 
Malays of these countries are commonly called "orang di bawa [sic] angin'', i.e. "the people below the 
wind" (to leeward), or else "Easterlings", whilst those of the Occident, more especially the Arabs, are 
called "orang atas angin", i.e. "people above the wind" or Occidentals; this is not that there are no other 
tribes of this name, but that these two nations are the most renowned, the most ingenious and most civilised 
of that race". 
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literally, "people beneath the wind" in contradistinction to the orang de-atas 
angin, "windward people".204 
Such expressions are consonant with Malay court conventions which employed elaborate 
metaphorical imagery in the etiquette of indirect reference to a personal subject. In his 
two examples from Malay correspondence the directional (or geographical) information 
had practical relevance to the writers' purpose. In one case the writer meant "both east 
and west" and in the other the letter requested a passage in a ship going west. Marsden' s 
examples from oral accounts give some support to a very local, hence possibly ethnic 
interpretation. Minangkabau people claimed that "the atas angin people were not 
considered as orang darat or "natives of the land" or, in other words, the atas angin 
people had arrived from the west, or "elsewhere".205 Marsden concluded that: 
their expression must be considered a mere local designation, serving to draw a 
line between the countries and people situated eastward of Achin-head or 
entrance of the straits of Malacca, who are orang de-bawah angin and those 
situated to the westward of that meridian, who are de-atas angin. 
Marsden's qualification: "it is restricted ... to the Malayan and east-insular countries 
only"206 suggests he understood di-bawah angin as a mere local designation centred on 
the straits, 207 confined to lands of "true" Malay peoples rather than referring to the region 
in general. 
204 Presumably the letters were from the collection he received from Francis Light, founder of Penang, 
described in Marsden, 1827, p. 304. Marsden l 812b, p. ix: "It is not a little remarkable that in the 
correspondence of the Malays, and I allude especially to the chiefs of the various districts of the peninsula, 
whose letters I possess in great numbers, the term "malayu" as applied to themselves or other eastern 
people, very rarely occurs, and that instead of it they familiarly employ the phrase of orang de bawah 
angin, signifying the " leeward people", or literally, "people beneath the wind" in contradistinction to the 
orang de-atas angin, "windward people"". Cf. as quoted by Reid, 2001, p. 303. 
205 Marsden, 18 l 2b, p. xii. 
206 Marsden, 1812b, p. xiii, also reported that Raffles considered that the phrase di atas angin was used to 
denote all mankind - as the Greeks and Barbarians; the Jews and the Gentiles. 
207 Over the years of European contact, while there have been differing interpretations of the cultural or 
other import of di bawah angin, the accounts of the phrase and its lexical sense have displayed 
considerable consistency. Understanding these expressions in terms of wind direction only makes sense if 
it is assumed that the speaker is referring to the direction of the monsoon winds (i.e. usually the ones that 
brought the people of the Archipelago to the Straits ofMelaka). The following expresses this clearly: 
Dalboquerque (1 774)1880, p. 84: "The inhabitants ofMalaca call those oflndia people of the west, and 
the Javanese. Chinese and Gores [from Rykuvul and all other islanders, people of the east". Valentyn, 
(1724-26)1884-1890, p. 52, quoted above. 
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Malay identity: a Malay view 
The following analysis of HHT confirms Marsden's understanding of the term Melayu.208 
I have argued above that Marsden's definition of Melayu included Malay speaking 
Malayo-Polynesians from the Peninsula and Minangkabau and their descendants and 
"original" Sumatrans who masuk Melayu. Marsden's views could have been formed in 
part by stories of the "great Lacsemannamo9 which, in either oral or written form, were 
known to Marsden, although he (as did the Malay audience) assumed the subject matter 
was factual rather than folklore.210 Malay traditional literature could be regarded as 
merely idealised or propagandist representations of an elite, yet the texts concur with 
Marsden's account of Malay "identity". Court narratives like HHTnot only recorded 
Malay polities as functioning hegemonies but also served to uphold their rituals.211 HHT 
describes conduct appropriate in a range of situations encountered by an "ideal" Muslim 
polity and offers a Malay representation of "outsider" views of a Malay world virtually 
contemporary with Marsden. 
HHThas been summarised as a story about "what loyalty, love, and service to the ruler 
mean in the discursive formation of Malay"212 or again as "another elaboration on the 
authority of Java, corroborative and subversive at once [of] the tensions between 
208 Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 468 , quoted in an above footnote, and p. 79: "Adapunpada 
bichara patek ... jadi raja di-benua Keling itu neschaya segala negeri yang di-atas angin dan di-bawah 
angin ini sopan akan Me/aka int'. 
209 Marsden, 1783, p. 348. Such were the nature and fame of the stories of the "famous commander" that 
Marsden or the Portuguese apparently regarded him as an historical figure, although Maier, 2004, pp. 78-
79, suggests that Hang Tuah stories went umecorded by Europeans between 1724-27 and 1839. In his 
1783 index he listed "Lacsamanna, famous commander of that name under the kings ofMalaka and 
Bintang". By 1811 Marsden, 1811, footnote p. 207, had learned that Laksamana was a title, not a proper 
name. 
210 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 348. Marsden described the "great Lacsemanna" as: "This famous warrior, 
whose renown still lives in tradition amongst the Malays, fought the Portuguese during a period of forty 
years, and though often defeated still shewed himself superior to his fortune. He died in battle in the year 
1550". 
211 Braginsky, 2000, pp. 207-08, notes that Bukkhari al-Jauhari, author of Tajus Salatin (completed 1603-
04) repudiated Malay hikayat whereas the Islamic reformer, "Nuruddin ar-Raniri (d. 1658] ... rejected 
only allegedly Hindu hikayat recited to the accompaniment of the tambourine (rebana)". Braginsky gives 
Bukkhari al-Jauhari some of the credit for the inclusion of many Islamic literary conventions characteristic 
of Malay narrative style. 
212 Maier, 1992, p. 22. This view is also supported by Kassim Ahmad, (1964)1973, p. x-xi, and Milner, 
2004, p. 246, who added a caveat, for which see Milner, 2004, p. 267, cited below. 
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Malayitas and Javaness [sic]".213 Tensions in HHT, however, are between the Majapahit 
Hindu kingdom and Melaka thus reflecting perceived cultural differences (principally 
religion).214 HHT concerns Melaka's foreign relations with countries visited by Hang 
Tuah215 and with ensuring Melaka's recognition by the principal countries around the 
world, whether Asian or European.216 Melaka's superiority is tested in a series of 
contests, using Hang Tuah's superlative courtly skills, ranging from facility with 
languages to single combat. The ruling elite, defined by their courtly behaviour or 
adherence to adat Melayu,217 is exemplified by Hang Tuah. There was no suggestion of 
absolute uniformity amongst Malay polities, but adat Melayu, formulated in Melaka, 
was considered superior.218 Conceptually asal and adat are complementary facets of an 
"exclusive" Melayu governing elite. Adat was an outward expression of the Raja's 
relations with the elite, but asal ensured a Raja's authority. 219 
213 Maier, 1992, p. 23, and p. 26: "Read this Hikayat as a tale ... about the historical conflict between 
Majapahit and Malacca (representing Javanese culture and Malay culture)". Cf. Matheson, 1979, p. 353: 
"the theme is the relationship between Malacca and Majapahit" and refers to "an under-current of fierce 
rivalry between the two courts". Majapahit has always been associated with Hinduism. Even in the late 
twentieth century, a Hindu Majapahit community still existed (and may still exist) in Java. 
214 The Javanese were Muslim in the eighteenth century. The Malays' traditional rivals, the Majapahit, 
were Hindu-Buddhist. In HHTthe Javanese were differentiated from the Majapahit. In the following 
speech by the Majapahit ruler he seeks confirmation that the Malays and Javanese have similar ways of 
behaving, suggesting a reference to their both being Muslim, Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 102: 
"Engkau Melayu, bagaimana laku-mu saperti Jawa ini?" In the HHT, Majapahit was just one of the 
Javanese polities. The people and rulers of Java are not necessarily regarded as rivals by the Malays; see 
Appendix X, Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964) 1973, in Origins, p. 42, in Tanah Melayu, p. 72, in Use of 
Melayu, pp. 103, 175, 307. 
215 The Hang Tuah story places the Malacca Sultanate and the person of the Raja in their " international" 
context and articulates the role and duty of the officials in establishing recognition of the Raja' s status and 
authority, from the innermost depths of the palace to the farthest comers of the world. When the 
supernatural is invoked it is to attest that all the forces of good are on the side of the Malay [therefore 
Islamic] ruler. 
216 For examples see Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 342 benua Keling; p. 364 benua China, p. 366 
orang China; p. 490 Feringgi and orang Wolanda; p. 486 benua Portugal, negeri Manila; p. 458 orang 
benua Turki; p. 455 "negeri Rom yang bernama Setambuf'; p. 451 negeri Masir itu; p. 437 benua Rom; p. 
440 tanah Mokha, negeri Judah. See also Appendix X, Tanah Melayu for a list in Hikayat Hang Tuah, 
(1964)1973,p.468. 
217 The Melaka court was the leading Islamic centre. Matheson, 1979, pp. 370-71: "True Malays are 
differentiated from non-Malays by their observance of a set pattern of etiquette and behaviour, which it 
was believed had been formulated at the court of Malacca". 
2 18 It may well be that the exclusive element in adat Melayu, asal Melayu etc., originally was a means of 
specifying an Islamised elite at a period when the non-elite were largely unconverted, as in Melaka where 
pagan tribesmen are said to have served the Sultan. See also Dobbin, 1974, p. 327, quoted in footnote 
above, on Sumatra, and Marsden, 1783, p. 326; footnote p. 326, quoted in an above footnote. 
219 Matheson, 1979, pp. 365-368. Principally descent or lineage (asal-berasal, anak cucu, and rarely, 
bangsa), and manners and custom (adat or tertib). 
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In HHT, contexts in which Melayu occurs indicate being Melayu meant being subject of 
a Muslim raja of SeGuntang descent. Many HHT episodes emphasise the high status of 
SeGuntang raj as and the bonds of allegiance binding them. Malay genealogies contribute 
not only to the honorific language of ceremony and diplomacy, but symbolise much that 
defines the Malay world. For practical and cultural reasons written genealogies were 
prerogatives of ruling elites.220 Imagery based on genealogical claims occurs prominently 
in Royal correspondence and court ceremonies, including public readings of letters · 
bringing greeting and obeisance from brother rulers. These were constant reminders of 
authority endowed by the myths of origin they encapsulated. Not least, genealogies were 
heard by the general public witnessing court ceremonies or listening to readings of 
Malay court narratives221 • Despite Marsden's comment that he had: 
never met with a native of the east who could read, even his own writing, firmlv 
and without a degree of hesitation222 
recitation of familiar formulas would have imparted a sonorous dignity to public 
occasions223 even if Malay orators' habit of speaking while chewing betel (to give a 
sweet breath)224 impaired delivery.225 These rituals226 reinforced links whether with 
220 Malay elites are probably best defined from the texts. For Marsden's 1783 description of the Aceh 
court see Appendix X, "Classical courts". The orang Me/aka (or orang Melayu in foreign courts) appear 
to be the lesser elite, comprising segala pegawai dan petuanan, (Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 313) 
and possibly include the hulubulang (Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964) 1973, p. 302). There are also segala 
orang-nya empat puloh (Hikayat Hang Tuah, ( 1964)1973, p. 314) who accompany Hang Tuah on his 
mission to other countries. This concept of forty nobles seems to be matched in the Sejarah Melayu 
(Sejarah Melayu, 1938, p. I 04) where the forty men are referred to as "perwira yang asal-berasar'. See 
Matheson, 1979, p. 358, whose translation is: "warriors of true blue origins". 
221 The best known traditional text is Sejarah Melayu (Malay Annals) whose original title was Sulalt-us-
Sulatin, or Genealogy of Sultans, see Sejarah Melayu, 1998, p. 66; see also Matheson, 1979, p. 352. 
222 Marsden, 1834, p. 83: "I have been infonned by a gentleman who had much intercourse with the 
people inhabiting the bays and Straits ofSunda, that their "records and songs", were written on joints of 
bamboo-cane. He added most natives could write and read slowly and with some difficulty, "spelling the 
syllables audibly or otherwise, as our young children do at school". 
223 Gibson, 1856, p. I 76: "in all [Malay] writings, there is a tedious repetition of names; but they abound 
in poetical descriptions and comparisons". Gibson, 1856, pp. 170-174, also described the way the ''juro 
tu/is" adjusted the pace, expression and tone of his voice according to the type of material recited or read. 
224 Marsden, 1783, p. 244: "[It] were an affront .. . in a person of subordinate rank, to address a great 
man, without the precaution of chewing before he spoke". 
225 Marsden, 1783, p. 24 7: "It is not a little unaccountable, that this people, who hold the art of speaking 
in such high esteem, and evidently pique themselves on the attainment of it, should yet take so much pains 
to destroy the organs of speech, in filing down, and otherwise disfiguring their teeth, and likewise adopt 
the uncouth practice of filling their mouths with betel, whenever they prepare to hold forth". 
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dynasties across the Archipelago227 or with those attending at court. They were a 
"conscious propagation of a set of norms recognised throughout the Malay-speaking 
world".228 Due attention to descent complemented a sense of Malay "brotherhood" and 
"supra-localism" .229 
While HHT, like all good hikayat, remains forever relevant because it is capable of 
supporting so many different readings, its core values are represented in its use of 
language. Nevertheless, neither the use of the word Melayu as a generic term for peoples 
of Peninsular and Archipelago Malay polities nor the context have been given due 
attention. Grammatical forms of Melayu (noun, descriptor or classifier) indicate that all 
social classes were represented in Malay polities. Melayu's use is not restricted to elites. 
Significantly, in HHT, because the newly founded SiGuntang Melayu dynasty is said to 
have descended from Allah230 it is a "given" that Malays are Muslim. Scholars have 
noted Malay narratives follow many Islamic literary conventions.231 Yet although 
Sejarah Melayu describes the Sultan and the Prophet as being "like two jewels in the one 
ring" and the Sultan as "the deputy of God",232 it is generally held that apart from 
accounts of conversion, overt evidence of Islam encountered in traditional Malay 
literature before 1800 appears slight.233 • 
226 As recorded by, for example, Drakard, 1999, p.7. Marsden regarded ritual formulae with 
"supernatural" references as further evidence of superstition. His reactions and eighteenth century attitudes 
are discussed below in connection with Malay National Character. 
227 Forrest, 1792, pp. 54-55; an Acehnese Sultan recognised the genealogy of the Minandanau rajas, 
included in Forrest's Voyage to New Guinea, Forrest, 1779, plate 22, as belonging to a Malay dynasty and 
referred to Forrest's extensive knowledge of"Malay countries". 
228 Gallop, 2003, p. 404, in a passage where she is pointing out that in studying: "The Malay letter-writing 
tradition the focus of our interest is not on unique or unusual epistolary features ... but [on) precisely that 
reiteration of set phrases reflecting a conscious propagation of set phrases etc." 
229 Wilkinson, 1957, p. 4: "There is in Islam something of the spirit of race or nationality ... a 
freemasonry or bond ofunion between all who profess it". Sutherland, 2001, p. 418, quoted in Chapter I. 
Sweeney, 1987, p. 53ff. noted in above footnote. 
23° For example, in HHT it was claimed that to see the raj a was to see God on earth. See Appendix X, 
Origins, Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, pp. 5, 6, 73. 
231 Braginsky, 2000, pp. 207-08. All the features listed can be found in Hikayat Hang Tuah and Malay 
Annals and the Sri Rama. 
232 Sejarah Melayu, 1983, p. 1J1: "Do your duty towards your Raja, forgetting not what the divines tell 
us, that a just prince is joined with the prophet like two jewels in one ring. Moreover the Raja is as it were 
the deputy of God". 
233 Andaya and Matheson, (1979) 1982, pp. J 08, 115, note that nineteenth century Malay literature was 
"deeply rooted in the traditions of Malay and lslamic literature'', and note also the importance of the re-
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Analysing use of "Melayu" 
Analysing the use of the word Melayu for people in HHT suggests that Melayu conveyed 
an exclusiveness based more on religion (and language) than class and strict ancestry. 
Although the Melaka dynasty is defined by asal Melayu or ancestry, as in all hereditary 
monarchies, and its court by a number of "exclusive" Melayu "qualities'', Melayu 
referring to people was used as a "generic" term.234 As noted above, it has long been 
recognised that where Melayu occurs as an adjective in traditional literature the concepts 
described are "exclusive" to the elite. A discourse of exclusiveness predicates a group to 
be "excluded", oppressed or impressed: 
[The] will to truth, like other systems of exclusion, relies on instrumental support: 
it is both reinforced and accompanied by a whole strata of institutional 
practices. 235 
In HHT Melayu (as a noun) differentiated between friend and foe and it is used for a 
Muslim commoner and as a term of abuse, suggesting Melayu had a wide range of 
applications. Melayu (whether qualified or unqualified) is used by "outsiders" or non-
Muslims as a general term for Malays. Thus HHTs lexical and grammatical practice 
accords with Marsden's observations.236 Later generations of scholars would describe 
these as "ethnic" differences. Comparing examples of phrases using Melayu with those 
using Me/aka. and analysing contexts in which Melayu rather than Me/aka (and vice 
versa) occur as descriptors indicates that Melayu has meaning additional to its 
association with the Melaka court237 as a court.238 
introduction to the Islamic world of al-Ghazali's major work on the revitalisation of the Religious Sciences 
which strongly influenced the Tuhfat al Nafis. 
234 For Melayu as an adjective in phrases referring to people see Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 
97ff; see Appendix X, Use of Melayu for quotations. Its use as a noun is discussed below. 
235 Foucault, 1982, p. 219. Cf. Foucault, 1980, p. 131, quoted above. 
236 As described in the Introduction to Hikayat Hang Tuah, Kassim Ahmad, (1964)1979, p. xvi, and also 
found in Marsden 's Dictionary (as for example "dangan"), and also found in the Anak Sungai code, see 
Appendix IV, paras 1,2,3,4 etc. These lexical variants are included in Kathirithamby-Wells, 1985, p. [xiii], 
as Minangkabau variants. 
237 Matheson, 1979, p. 370: "The concepts of Melayu evident in the court-sponsored sources are 
expressed in terms of "exclusiveness" ... [suggesting] that Melayu might be another way of expressing the 
separateness of the ruling groups". Note this argument refers to Melayu used as an adjective or classifier. 
238 Its special Islamic status has already been noted. See also Appendix X, Origins. 
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The exclusive element in Malay etiquette (adat Melayu) seems to extend to phrases such 
as orang Melayu239 which are used not for a person or people in general, but for a noble 
or the select group of nobles also often described as anak Melayu or the forty 
followers.24° Conventions determining when orang Melayu rather than orang Me/aka is 
appropriate indicate that use of Melayu (both as noun and adjective) occurs at boundaries 
and interfaces between cultural groups. It is a word that is used by foreigners and has 
strong religious connotations. This agrees with Marsden's usage.24 1 Melayu was the 
collective term referring to Malays of different polities.242 Both orang Melayu and orang 
Me/aka, (unlike Melayu unqualified) are polite terms that refer to the elite. Although 
Marsden's ideas on Malays were derived from his Sumatran informants, both Malay and 
"original" Sumatran, their ideas appear to have been shared by the authors of HHT. Non-
Muslim (or non-SiGuntang) courts identify Melakans as subjects of Raja Melaka but 
they are called orang Melayu.243 Thus Malay nations shared many Melayu customs, but 
thought of each other as subjects of a raj a: as orang Minangkabau, orang Melaka, orang 
lnderapura, or orang Palembang. In Sejarah Melayu's account of selecting the 
239 See Hikayat Hang Tuah (1964)1973, pp. 130, 149, 150, 151, 153, 161, 267, 330, 364, 390. These 
examples occur in non-Islamic courts, and only rarely in Majapahit, where the less polite form Melayu is 
used. In SeGuntang courts Melaka forms for people are usual. 
240 That is the Malay orang Me/aka or lesser elite, comprising "segala pegawai dan petuanan" (Hikayat 
Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 313). There are also "segala orang-nya empat pu/oh" (Hikayat Hang Tuah, 
(1964)1973, p. 314) who appear to accompany Hang Tuah on his mission to other countries. For further 
HHTexamples see Appendix X, Use of Melayu, pp. 113, 149, 215, 220, 247, 267, 314. 
241 Thus in his chapter he refers to the Sultan ofMinangkabau but speaks of the people as Malays. 
242 Sejarah Melayu, 1938, p. 192: "Maka titah baginda, "Hai, anak Melayu, lihat-lah!" "suggests the 
Sultan is calling on all Malays (not just Melakans) to fight the opposing and dominant Portuguese force. 
Cf. Sejarah Melayu, 1938, p. 191, "Maka Ferenggi bersuara dari kapal, "Hai, orang Me/aka, ingat-ingat-
lah kamu sakalian! Esok hari-lah kami naik ka-darat. Maka sahut orang Me/aka, "Baik-/ah" "; p. 111: 
"Bahawa Jawa itu sudah mati: Hang Tuah membunuh-dia", whereas orang Melaka is used by Malays in 
other circumstances where no foreigners are present. Where a generalisation is made, however, Melayu is 
used; see Sejarah Melayu, 1938, pp. 94, 147 etc.) Cf Reid, 200 I, p. 298 (or Reid, 2004, p. 4) referring to 
Sejarah Melayu: "Once Melaka is firmly established as a Muslim kingdom, however, the term orang 
Melayu begins to appear as interchangeable with Melakans. especially in describing cultural preferences of 
the Melakans as against these foreigners". Reid neither defines foreigners nor does he draw out the 
religious connotations of the word Melayu. As I have argued above the phrases are not "interchangeable" 
but selected according to context. He also notes that: "The Sejarah Melayu uses the term Melayu 
sparingly, in most cases as an adjective for kings (raja-raja Melayu) or for custom (adat Melayu) or to 
indicate the line ofroyal descent from Bukit SeGuntang". Note these are plurals and general terms. 
243 See Appendix X, Use of Melayu for quotations from Hikayat Hang Tauh, (1964)1973, p. 170ff; esp. 
pp. 171, 174, 175: in a Muslim polity, Hang Tuah introduces himself as having come from negeri Me/aka, 
and is referred to as orang Me/aka, or (p. 173), as anak Me/aka, but not orang Melayu; see also p. 336, 
where the assassin sent to Melaka by the Majapahit refers to "orang Melaka". 
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Bendahara's successor, the use of"anak Melayu" rather than anak Me/aka could indicate 
that religion was the subject under dispute.244 In Hm tanah Melayu245 appears to be a 
"symbolic cultural" term referring to a land or lands whose rulers descended from 
SeGuntang ancestry246 rather than a geographic location. 247 
Maka segala negeri pada Tanah Melayu itu pun sakalian-nya memberi upeti ka-
Melaka (All the polities in Malay lands each paid tribute to Melaka).248 
Phrases such as "Laksamana yang amat mashhor pada tanah Jawa dan Melayu" with its 
separate reference to Java and to " lands of Malay (Muslim) peoples"249 accord well with 
eighteenth-century European understandings of "Malay Lands". Embassies to other 
Malay polities such as Inderapura and Terengganu were utusan Me/aka, and references 
are consistently to negeri Me/aka rather than utusan Melayu and tanah Melayu as in 
non-Malay polities. Significantly there is some ambiguity about the delegation to the 
Sultan of Byzantium (head of the Islamic faith) which after initial confusion followed 
this general pattern. 250 
244 Sejarah Melayu, 1938, pp. 95-96: "Sa-telah ka-pada Paduka Rajajadi orang besar maka anak 
Malayu pun berbahagi, sa-tengah ka-pada Paduka Raja, sa-tengah ka-pada Seri Nara 'diraja, karna 
kedua sama orang asalt'. Matheson, 1979, p. 358, discusses this incident. . 
245 Matheson, 1979, p. 357: "The consistent use oftanah Melayu ("land of the Malays") is restricted to 
HHT"; p. 361: "The concept of Melayu with the widest currency in HHT is expressed in the phrase tanah 
Melayu". Although Matheson consistently glosses tanah Melayu as "land of the Malays", it can mean 
"land~ of the Malays". See Appendix X, Tanah Melayu, Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 421. 
246 Besides Melaka, Malay lands identified in Hikayat Hang Tu ah, (1964) 1973, include Ben tan, 
Minangkabau, Palembang, lnderapura and Terengganu. Their peoples are referred to as "orang Me/aka"; 
see Appendix X, Use of Melayu 
247 In his Dictionary, Marsden, l 812a, p. 67, defined tanah Melayu as "country of the Malays" and 
although there are specific (adjectival) uses there is a clearly more "symbolic" use as in " Tanahjin dan 
dewa, the country ofregion of the demons and celestials". Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p.104; see 
also Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 177: when Hang Tuah is invited to stay in Inderapura he says he 
wanted to live in a Malay country (under Malay rule). Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 104: the 
Majapahit ruler asks Hang Tuah for a "cheritera pada Tanah Melayu itu" and he responds with the origin 
story of the Sultans of Di-Bukit Seguntang,. 
248 Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964) 1973, p. 68. Also the kingdom of Melaka is bestowed on the future raja of 
Melaka at Bentan, which is called a Malay Land. Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 59: "Maka baginda 
pun bertitah, "Mamak Bendahara, kita pun tujoh hari lagi pindah ka-Melaka. Akan berlengkap-lah 
segala ra'ayat kita isi negeri ini." " 
249 Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964) 1973, p. 237: "tiada berlawan pada tanah Melayu"; p. 307: "Laksamana 
yang amat mashhor pada tanah Jawa dan Melayu". Moreover as discussed, here as elsewhere in literary 
use, Melayu only occurs to distinguish the Malay Muslims from other peoples. Thus at the betrothal 
Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 99: "Ada pun yang datang itu penyuroh daripada raja Me/aka dari 
Tanah Melayu akan pekerjaan meminang paduka anakanda Raden Emas Ayu". See also Hikayat Hang 
Tuah, (1964)1973, pp. 364ff. on the Portuguese assault on Melaka; see Appendix X, Use of Melayu. Cf. 
Sejarah Melayu, 1938, p. 192 quoted in footnote above. 
250 Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 452ff; see Appendix X, Use of Melayu. p. 466: "surat utusan 
Melakci'; until it was realised (p. 470) that: "utusan Raja Me/aka yang bersama-sama Mangkubumi itu", 
confusion reigned; p. 473: "Laksamana berkata2 dengan bahasa Rumi itu". (Similarly in Egypt.) 
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HHT explores Melaka' s relations with "insider" and "outsider" groups in the 
Archipelago and Europe.251 According to HHT, Melaka was recognised as pre-eminent 
among Malay-Muslim polities: paramountcy was demonstrated in Malay courts through 
the recognised superiority of Malay customs. In HHT, Melaka Malays are termed 
Melakans in exchanges between Muslim nations with rulers sharing SeGuntang 
ancestry.252 The only linguistic exceptions occurred at the court of the SeGuntang ruler of 
Keling253 and appear to signal exceptional political circumstances.254 The well-known 
quotation about the Inderapurans said to refer to hybridity could equally well refer to 
dialect and accent.255 In interpreting this incident it is important to note the context 
provided by the larger episode of which it forms a part. The incident occurs following 
claims made by the Bendahara and his son Tun Jenal that the Melakans and Inderapurans 
were "Bukan orang lain" (not different peoples), and that their respective Sultans were 
of equal rank.256 Hang Tuah is thenceforward intent on showing that although Melakans 
and Inderapurans may be related (by religion and custom) the Melakans were superior.257 
The larger episode concerns Hang Tuah's plan to take Tun Teja (the daughter of the 
Bendahara oflnderapura) back to Melaka as a (secondary) bride for the Sultan. The story 
turns on questions of relationship and relative superiority of Melakan customs, such as 
251 For examples, see Appendix X, Use of Melayu, Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, pp. 468, 473. 
252 Who in tum would be called orang lnderapura, see Appendix X, Use of Melayu for the following 
examples. Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964) 1973, pp. 175, 177; compare assassination attempt by Megat 
Terengganu (seep. 220, where references to orang Melayu are noticeably absent); with the attempt at the 
Majapahit court where Melayu occurs (see pp. 126-130, 149-162). 
253 Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, pp. 349-350. Hang Tuah was challenged over his identity by the 
Keling ruler (apparently because of Hang Tuah's unusual facility with languages). In the phrase Peranakan 
Melayu, the use of Melayu (which can mean Muslim) rather than Melaka could well indicate a convert. See 
Appendix X, Use of Melayu. Marsden, 18 I 2a, p. 221: "per-anak-an or pernak-an the womb; issue, 
offspring, breed, race, children. (Yid .... anak) Per-anak-an tanah itu the race of that country. Per-anak-an 
china the race of Chinese. Per-anak-an siak of a family from Siak". Cf. example cited by Matheson, 1979, 
p. 359: "lidah Melayu sedia sangat keras". 
254 Or that the Keling court was not Muslim. See Appendix X, Use of Melayu, Hikayat Hang Tuah, 
( 1964) 1973, p. 341 ff; p. 346. Melayu is used after an altercation with the Feringgi and the interview with 
Nata Sang Guna, after which the Raja is from Melaka, but the people are Melayu. 
255 See Appendix X, Use of Melayu for Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 175 quotation and Marsden's 
definition of kachu. Bhasa kachuk-an, a mixed corrupt dialect. 
256 Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, pp. 171 , 174, see Appendix X, Use ofMelayu. 
257 Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, pp. 170ff. see Appendix X, Use ofMelayu. 
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the manner of cooking rice, and skills, such as in ball games and dancing, over those of 
Inderapura. 
In HHT there are numerous examples where Melayu (both as a qualifier and as a 
noun)258 was the term ttSe€l-fur used at non-Malay courts for Malay persons or people. In 
Muslim courts orang Melaka occurs and orang Melayu in non-Muslim courts.259 Orang 
(or anak) Melayu is polite and as noted above, had elite connotations An examination of 
the evidence also indicates that Melayu (as a noun) is used in dialogue in non-Muslim 
courts in a derogatory sense.260 To omit acknowledgement of rank (which was supposed 
to be evident from appearance and behaviour) was a serious breach of etiquette in court 
circles.261 In the class conscious Malay world the noun Melayu was used to insult 
members of the elite, which suggests it refers to the lower classes. The phrase "segala 
Melayu" (all the Malays) appears consistently in battle situations, in place of the more 
polite segala orang Melayu. 262 Although the majority of examples concern Majapahit 
attempts to kill Hang Tuah, 263 the choice of words reflects more than mere enmity. The 
person referred to as Megat Terengganu, who also wanted to kill Hang Tuah, still 
referred to him as Laksamana Melaka, where at Majapahit he was "sa-orang Melayu 
Laksamana nama-nya"264 or simply Laksamana. 
258 There is an interesting example of a "national" qualifier used as a collective noun in Sejarah Melayu, 
1938, p. 192, when the Portuguese attacked: "Maka Ma/aka pun alah-lah, di-naiki-nya oleh Ferenggi[ dari 
ujong berani? J d-a-r-a-j-ng b-r-n-y. Maka segala (orang) Ma/aka pun lari-lah". Winstedt supplied orang: 
presumably its absence meant all inhabitants, elite and commoner, ran away. See also Drewes, 1961, pp. 
144-145, where the Malays fighting the Dutch "membunuh Rolanda", whereas Mr. Garden is described as 
"orang lnggeris". ln Drewes, 1961 , pp. 112 and 139, commoner Malays are referred to by the collective 
"Melayu ". 
259 See Appendix X, Use of Melayu. For example Cf. court of Inderapura with Majapahit 
260 See Appendix X, Use of Melayu (as a noun) for examples from Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 
146ff, especially pp. 149 x 3, 150, 151, 161. When describing an assassination attempt by the Majapahit 
courtiers repeats the phrases Melayu itu or ini where "the Malay" was used by the Majapahit as a 
derogatory term for the enemy and intended victim. 
261 Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 170: "Maka berkata Bendahara Seri Buana [di-dalam hati-nya: 
'Siapa gerangan orang ini, terlalu sangat tertib laku-nya dan man is muka-nya '.]"; p. 176, For further 
examples see also Appendix X, Use of Me/ayu, Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964) 1973, pp. 92, 170, 176. 
262 See Appendix X, Use of Melayu: Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964) 1973, pp. 100, 101 x 3, Melayu as a 
noun to mean Malay people. Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, "segala orang Majapahit", pp. IOI, 109 
with "segala Melayu", pp. JOO, 101, 127, 239, 245, 247, 250, 270-71, 350, 363, 364, 450. 
263 Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964) 1973, pp. 150, 151, 1 OOff. In battle, the Majapahit refer to Hung Tuah and 
his Melakans as Melayu: "Apabila datang sa-orang Melayu"; see Appendix X, Use of Melayu. 
264 See Appendix X, Use of Melayu: Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 220 cf p. 153. 
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The story of Hang Tuah's mission to Majapahit to arrange the Sultan's marriage to 
Raden Emas Ayu 265 corroborates the 1783 History's evidence of Melayu used as a noun 
for (a Muslim) Malay person by a foreigner.266 Melayu used as a noun for the broad 
ethnic group is illustrated and its generic (even derogatory) sense is apparent when Seri 
Betara demands of Hang Tuah "Engkau ini Melayu mana?" ([Hey] Malay, where are you 
from?)267 His rhetorical question affirms difference and the generic sense is obvious in 
the question, but when legal negotiations for the proposed dynastic marriage are begun in 
earnest the specific name, Raja or Ratu Melaka is used.268 Moreover, since the Majapahit 
court was Hindu and religion is the significant factor, Hang Tuah uses anak Melayu (not 
anak Me/aka) at the Majapahit court to clarify the differences in religion and (dynastic) 
allegiance.269 This contrasts with the terminology when he visits Melayu polities where 
Hang Tuah and his party are referred to by the specific classifier Melaka, he says he has 
come from negeri Melaka and is referred to as orang Melaka, also anak Melaka,210 but 
more usually in Malay courts (except where the story concerns the pre-eminence of 
Melaka) "nationality" per se is not an issue.271 The above analysis of HHT suggests that, 
265 Melayu (as an adjective) in phrases meaning Malay people occurs many times where it is used as a 
classifier of the broad ethnic group. See Appendix X, Uses of Melayu: Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, 
pp. 97-101; it is explained, p. 99, that "Utusan Melayu im" is led by Hang Tuah and his four companions 
who are in the service of the Sultan ofMelaka; see Appendix X, Use of Melayu. Hikayat Hang Tuah, 
(1964)1973, p 237ff. for a similar pattern in another account of the Majapahit court; (cf pp. 130, 153, 161, 
267, 330, 390 re orang Melayu with orang Me/aka references listed in footnote below) 
266 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 36 quoted above. 
267 Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964) 1973, p. 102. See Appendix X, Use of Melayu for extended quotation, and 
for other examples of Melayu used as a noun see Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 127 "Melayu ini 
bijaksana "; p. 149 "Bunoh Melayu itu "; p. 162 "bun oh Me!ayu yang"; p. 239, "Bunoh-lah segala 
Me/ayu ini!"; p. 252 "Bunoh-lah Laksamana dan segala Melayu int'; also pp. 267, 275,450. 
268 Hikayat Hang Tuah, ( 1964) 1973, p. 102 ff. See Appendix X, Use of Melayu. - At Majapahit. 
269 Matheson, 1979, p. 367, discussing use of anak Melayu and orang Melayu notes: "The nineteenth-
century sources have to use orang Melayu and anak Melayu to differentiate Malays from other ethnic 
groups around them". This thesis suggests Me/ayu identifies a group sharing specific religious and dynastic 
allegiances from other groups; it does not identify an "ethnic" group per se. 
270 Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 170, negeri Me/aka; Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 171, 
174 x 2, 175 x 4, 183, 336,345, 3 70; orang Me/aka these are in addition to examples of segala orang 
Me/aka and sakalian orang Me/aka; Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 173, anakMe/aka. For 
quotations see Appendix X, Use of Melayu. 
271 Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 171 ; pp. 174, 175 (at lnderapura court); p. 220 (at Terengganu 
court) "Cheh! laksamana Me/aka. Mati engkau oleh-ku!" Cf. Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 234, 
perentah Melayu; p. 242, hulubulang Melayu; p. 237, pada tanah Me/ayu; p. 239, segala Melayu, etc.; p. 
245, "hulubu/ang menari chara Melayu". For quotations see Appendix X, Use of Me/ayu. 
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to an extent previously unrecognised, tradition and Islam had, in literary works, been 
welded into a viable Malay world view. 
Allegiance and religion in Malay polities 
Possibly owing to residual Imperial power, the Sultan of Minangkabau was credited by 
witnesses such as Marsden and his informants with a spiritual authority and pivotal 
religious role at least as prestigious than that claimed for the Sultan of Melaka in HHT or 
Sejarah Melayu. The sacredness of the Sultan of Minangkabau's person was inseparable 
from his role as temporal head of the faith272 and his function as Chief Judge or "Key of 
the law".273 Marsden' s recognition of the Minangkabau polity as a seat ofreligious 
authority and a sacred place for pilgrims,274 and hints of the activities oflslamic 
missionaries, all tend to confirm the active presence oflslarnic networks reported 
elsewhere. 275 A reading of Marsden' s text suggests that the ethos of court texts was in 
principle, if not detail (or fact), shared by the wider Malay community and beyond, and 
that exclusive Melayu concepts denoting ties of allegiance between the Malay elite and 
the Melaka rajas were mirrored by Sumatran Malays' respect for their Sultan.276 Marsden 
depicts Sumatran Malay (Islamic) polities as seamless wholes where kampong, dusun 
and the Sultan interact277 as evidenced by his own experience of the justice system, 
discussed in Chapter III. 
272 Wilkinson, 1957, p. 4: "The Muhammadan confession of faith is not so much a creed as an oath or 
declaration of fealty such as every militant power is wont to exact''. 
273 Raffles, 1822, pp. 6-7, describes the "Tuanko of Menangkarbau" as: "the Key of the Law, whose order 
is not to be resisted, and whose sentence is not to be questioned ... he can counteract the effect of spells; 
distinguish poisons by sight; know the motions of dangerous enemies; overawe the chi ldren of men; he is 
skilled in the science of physiognomy, and the knowledge of character, sagacious in comprehending the 
real object of all that is said, whether open or secret, seeing that the great are envious, and the old are 
malevolent; these are the qualifications of the Tuanko". 
274 Marsden, 1783, p. 280: "This country [Minangkabau] is looked upon as the supreme seat of that 
religion; and next to a voyage to Mecca; which some Sumatrans have undertaken; to have been at 
Menangcabow, stamps a man learned and of superior sanctity. The chief immums, moulanas, cattibs, and 
pandittas, either proceed from thence, or visit it, and bring away a diploma, or certificate of degree, from 
the sultan or his ministers". 
275 Marsden, 1783, p. 312, quoted below; with reference to the factors militating against the conversion of 
the Barak to Muhammedanism. 
276 Raffles, 1822, pp. 6-7, regarding the attributes of the Tuanku ofMoco Moco quoted above. Cf. the 
attributes claimed by Minangkabau Sultans, Marsden, 1783, p. 173. 
277 This contrasts with later views which have been extracted from certain readings of court documents 
which suggest an isolated elite. Such views were very often heavily influenced by scholarship of Indology 
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Although traditional texts provide some evidence of the court's interaction with the daily 
life of their people, glimpses of the wider world are relatively few. When HHT is 
mapping boundaries between groups, whether ethnic or class, the importance of the 
ra 'ayat as a concept is evident.278 The HHT suggests the raj a extended protection to all 
his Islamic subjects, including the poorer classes (ra 'ayat), who, in return, owed him 
service and allegiance.279 Thus the reciprocity of the Raja-subject relationship portrayed 
in Sejarah Melayu280 and in folk sayings281 in HHT is overlaid by an emphasis on 
inclusiveness.282 In HHT, the Raja's reputation or nama rested on his care for the 
common people (ra 'ayat).283 During the Raja's absences his noble officials (orangkaya) 
were charged with this duty. Nama was not exclusively a Malay concept.284 As discussed 
in Chapter III, nama is one of the elements from their pre-Islamic belief system that has 
persisted as an important part of the Malay belief system.285 Although instances of 
and its view that Hindus were preoccupied with ceremony to the detriment of other duties. Inden, 
(1990)2000, pp. 92-93, 228. Marsden was unlike scholars whom Inden, ( 1990), 2000, p. 266, notes, with 
reference to India, failed to see "royal courts and village councils as continuous with one another and 
engaged in continuing interactions with one another". 
278 For examples see Appendix X, Role of the ra 'ayat, pp. 115, 395, 414, 415, 436, 482, 486. 
279 For examples see Appendix X, Use of Melayu, pp. 301, 307. 
280 In Sejarah Melayu, Melayu is usually associated with courtiers in general and conversely, the elite 
gave their loyalty to those who claimed descent from the Bukit SeGuntang lineage. Matheson, 1979, pp. 
358-360, asal Melayu and anak Melayu, adat Melayu, nama Melayu etc. 
281 For examples see Appendix X, Proverbs. 
282 See Appendix X, Role of the ra 'ayat, p. 16 where the princely favours are extended to the poor as well 
as the elite. 
283 Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 14; pp. 115, 262, 395, 414, 436, 482, 486; see Appendix X, Role 
of the ra 'ayat. This was reciprocated on their behalf by the officials as noted in a quote above. (Hikayat 
Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 262). 
284 The concept of nama has been further explained in Milner, 1982, pp. 103-109, esp. p. 104: "A man's 
nama . .. is his title, his rank, and his reputation. It indicates his position in life .... nama was not only 
important in this life; it detennined one's fortunes in the world to come". Milner also instances a reference 
to the need to die with nama yang baik in Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 319. Hang Tuah says that 
there is an old saying that in order to enter heaven: "Baik mati dengan nama yang baik. jangan hidup 
dengan nama yang jahat". This should be contrasted with Hang Tuah's earlier conversation with Hang 
Jebat concerning nama, Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964) 1973, p. 315, (see Appendix X, Use of Melayu) and 
the effect the sin of derhaka will have on Hang Jebat's life in the hereafter (tertanggong o/eh-mu di-dalam 
akhiratjemah). Hang Jebat has resigned himself to losing his good name "nama-ku mashhor pada segala 
negeri" and reasons things can get no worse if he exacts revenge. He contrasts this with Hang Tuah who is 
"hu/ubalang besar lagi ternama", see Appendix X, Use of Melayu. Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 
319. Cf. with discussion in Chapter III of this thesis about the Sumatran elite and family feeling. 
285 Mohd Taib Osman, 1989, p. 2, writes of present day Malays: "For all practical purposes, the Malays 
are good Muslims, and to the best of their ability they live by the teaching and commands of their religion. 
But in reality, beliefs and practices which are inconsistent with Islam coexist with the observed dogmas of 
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nama286 occur in "political" contexts, Malay nama had implications for the afterlife. 
Unwise, unjust (or evil) actions in this world would not only harm the perpetrator's 
future life (and if a raja, his subjects) but also that of their forebears.287 It can be argued 
that Hang Tuah's peripatetic exploits reflect ambitions to enhance the Raja's nama by 
demonstrating that "the name of his Lord was famed in every land".288 Nama was a 
powerful and evocative concept and, as illustrated in the HHT story discussed below, 
could have catastrophic results. 
With Islamization, rulers enhanced their "God-King" role.289 The court's "obscurity and 
air of mystery"290 was intensified by physical separation, which is an important, but 
easily overlooked, facet of adat. The elite had particular responsibilities towards the raja 
that were distinct from the responsibilities of those orang keluaran who were physically 
"outside its walls".291 In any Malay polity, these class-based adat conventions defined a 
mandatory separation which helped maintain law and order. Melaka society especially 
tolerated an enormous press of foreign traders and slaves, none of whom had real ties 
the religion". He goes on to observe that: " the possibility of recognizing two distinct spheres in the total 
religious belief of a people has been pointed out recently" . 
286 Milner, 1982, pp. 72-73, notes that the Hikayat Deli refers to [Raja] Bahashed Sjaich Matijoeddin 
noting: "his just rule (adif), the fact that the name (nama) of not one of his subjects was wronged, and the 
populous condition of his country (negeri) ." 
287 Matheson, 1979, pp. 368-369: "In the HHT (Hikayat Hang Tuah), nama does appear but only in a 
personal context. It is the personal good name of the sovereign, linked with the reputation of his royal 
ancestors, which has to be guarded (HHT, pp.14, 34)". Yet as Milner, 1982, p. 103, explains: "The 
relationship between the Raja and subject is ... of the most intimate nature. [The Raja's] private self was 
his public self, and the society in which that public self was embedded existed only as a projection of the 
Raja". Thus Milner argues a divide between personal and political was non-existent in Malay culture. 
288 Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 79: "nama Duli Yang Di-Pertuan pun mashhor pada segala 
negert'. 
289 Milner, 1983, p. 31: "The centrality of the ruler is the dominant characteristic of the Muslim South-
east Asian state. That dominance is asserted in a wide range of sources and has deep roots in the pre-
Muslim past". Brake!, (1975)1979, p. 58: "As Islam, unlike Hinduism, regards the belief in incarnation 
(huluiyah) as a major heresy, various ways had to be devised in order to integrate and continue the cult of 
the Divine King within the new religion." Cf. Johns, 1961, p. 14: "[Sufi' s] readiness to put to their own use 
elements of non-Islamic culture, was one of the greatest single factors involved in the spread of Islam in 
the Indian sub-continent and the Indonesian countries. The simplicity of early Islam ... was not adequate 
for peoples with highly elaborate speculative systems ... such as the Persians, Chinese, Indians and 
Indonesians." 
290 Marsden, 1783, p. 269, quoted below. 
291 Matheson, 1979, p. 359: "The SM (Sejarah Melayu) gives the origins of the adat Melayu as a list of 
prohibitions ... [for commoners] (orang keluaran)". Hikayat Hang Tuah, ( 1964) 1973, p. 176, the Sultan 
ofinderapura on meeting Hang Tuah thinks:" 'Anak siapa gerangan Laksamana ini? Bukan ia anak 
orang keluaran dan anak pegawai besar2juga rupa-nya' ".For context see Appendix X, Use of Melayu. 
336 
with the polity.292 Foreigners were separated from the Sultan's subjects by physical 
location293 as well as by culture. A body of "conventions" that marked out Malay 
(Muslims) from "the rest" had considerable practical value in a volatile and fissiparous 
society. Whether observed as fully fledged adat by the elite or in strict adherence to 
Malay Islamic custom in dress and language by the orang keluaran, these "conventions" 
distinguished insiders from outsiders. Absorbing or assimilating foreign "incomers" in 
the elite was an accepted cultural phenomenon and could occur through dynastic 
marriages or appointment to high office. While such courtiers ought not intrude upon 
lines of succession, incomers were not totally barred and "exclusion" was always 
selective.294 Despite the fall of Melaka and dispersal of the elite adat Melayu had 
continued force. 295 Marsden observed that the raja's role was paramount, and the 
practical security and ruthless methods the chronicles recorded continued to operate.296 
Traditions which testified to an exclusive role for elites were also vehicles for 
promulgating and reinforcing the Malay hegemony. 
Territory of Allegiance 
The HHT provides insights into the place of the ra 'ayat as portrayed in court literature 
making clear that they were perceived as a necessary part of an "ideal" Malay polity, and 
that they gave the Sultan their allegiance. The HHT tells of the ra 'ayat being brought 
from Bentan to Melaka as part of the initial establishment of the new state, and all the 
292 Thomaz, 1993, p. 71: "On the eve of the Portuguese conquest, Melaka had become a very large city, 
with a population estimated at 100,000 to 200,000 souls". Thomaz, 1993, p. 72: "Melaka was also, like the 
ancient entrepots, a kind of neutral territory for foreign powers, where merchants from abroad were 
welcomed and protected by the state." Thomaz, 1993, p. 75, the Sultanate had its own staff: "mainly 
slaves. They numbered 1,600, or even 3,000 ... the latter figure would almost equal the 3,500 private 
slaves owned by the merchants". Thomaz, 1993, p. 81: "The largest merchant colonies were Muslim 
Gujaratis, Hindu Tamils (Kelings), recently Islamized Javanese and Chinese". 
293 Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 332, see Appendix X, Use of Melayu, see also Hooker, 2003, pp. 
68-69; Thomaz, 1993, p. 75-77, on the layout ofMelaka. 
294 The case where the Bendahara disqualified himself shows there were levels of scrupulousness in the 
observance and possible differences of interpretation. See Matheson, 1979, pp. 358-59. 
295 Matheson, 1979, p. 370: "The descent based definitions of Melayu ... lost much of their significance 
with time, but eighteenth- and nineteenth-century sources to some extent continue to restrict expressions of 
Melqyu to elitist areas of culture''. 
296 Marsden, 1783, p. 285, quoted in a footnote below. 
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men and women ofMelaka honouring the Raja saying "Daulat Tuan-ku". 297 One of the 
most celebrated Hang Tuah stories concerns Hang Tuah's duel with his comrade Hang 
Jebat, who had committed treason (or derhaka). Since commoners (orang keluaran) 
formed part of a Malay polity, and identified with the Raja, the symbol of Islam, they 
were included in Hang Jebat's rampage, which I argue was aimed at taking revenge, not 
on Hang Tuah, but upon the Raja. 298 The situation described in the HHT story accords 
with much of the indigenous evidence Marsden gathered on interactions between a 
"God-King" raja and subjects that supports an " inclusive" interpretation of certain 
aspects of Melayu. 
This HHTepisode contrasts two ways of defying a Raja's unjust ruling. Hang Jebat 
commits treason (derhaka) in protest against the Raja' s unjust, but incontrovertible, 
order for Hang Tuah's execution for treason. Despite provocation, the Bendahara and 
Hang Tuah appear to accept the Raja's ruling and remain loyal.299 Nevertheless, the 
Bendahara secretly contrives Hang Tuah's escape. Hang Jebat's rebellion does 
irreparable damage to his own and his family 's good name, in this life and the hereafter. 
In revenging himself against the Raja, Hang Jebat violated his sacred trust by his forced 
intrusion into the palace (istana) where he appropriated the raja's quarters and women.300 
Hang J ebat defiled the istana by his presence and actions. The punishment of Hang 
297 
"May Your Royal Highness prosper". Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973 , p. 64: "Maka segala orang 
dalam negeri itu laki2 dan perempuan sakalian dudok menyembah sambil mengatakan, "Dau/at Tuanku!" 
,, 
298 Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964) 1973, uses "amok". Marsden, 1812a, p. 16: "amuk engaging furiously in 
battle; attacking with desperate resolution; rushing, in a state of frenzy, to the commission of 
indiscriminate murder; running a-muck. It is applied to any animal in a state of vicious rage. Segala 
pahlawan datang-lah meng-amuk men-ikut raja-nia all the warriors rushed on to the attack in imitation of 
their chiefs. Segra-lah iya tampik ka-dua-nia sama meng-amuk immediately both parties shouted and 
rushed on to battle". Marsden, 1830, p. 66, defines "to run a-muk" (make a desperate attack at the 
imminent risk of our own lives); footnote p. 66: meng-amuk to make a furious attack." The sense of"run 
amuk" as leading to suicide is probably a later development or a later European perception. 
299 There is a necessary contradiction here or a lesson for Rajas, because Hang T uah should have been 
executed by the Bendahara. Yet the proverbs suggest a Raja's injustice could be resisted: Raja adil, raja 
disembah, raja lalim raj a disanggah. 
300 Brake!, (1975) 1979, p. 63, on the Aceh Palace: "That the Dalam was divided into three successive 
courts is evidenced by a I 9th century description [of] ... the innermost of the courts [which] contains the 
private rooms of the sovere ign and is regarded as too sacred to be trodden by non-royal persons. In the 
middle court the king receives his visitors and guests. The outer room is accessible to the commoners" . 
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Jebat's fall from grace and death is presented as being an inescapable and inevitable 
consequence. It also furnished the ultimate test of Hang Tuah's loyalty. 
The denouement passage graphically demonstrates the force of the expression orang 
keluaran (the non-elite).301 Physical divisions of Melaka, described in the narrative, 
reinforce the symbolic centrality and exclusivity of the raja302 and istana, but at the same 
time reveal the ra 'ayat as an integral part of society.303 Mayhem occurs when 
circumstances allow the "outside" to come "inside".304 After Hang Jebat is wounded, the 
palace (istana), the heart of the kingdom (kerajaan), located within a fort, 305 is defiled by 
an influx of the common horde. The world is turned upside down. "Natural laws" 
governing society have been put into reverse. The ra 'ayat mount the ridgepole to view 
the spectacle (temasha) and speculate on the possibility of a fight (amok). Their feet are 
thus raised above the place where the raja's head would be. They too have violated the 
palace by their presence and their actions. Hang Jebat is fatally wounded by his brother-
at-arms, Hang Tuah; punishment of the ra 'ayat is realised through Hang Jebat's killing 
rampage (amok). Thus, if adat is not observed, the raja suffers insult and the whole 
polity suffers. 
301 Adat prescribed who could do certain things. Adat, by defining those who could, also defined who 
could not enjoy elite status and were thus orang keluaran or "outsiders" or quite literally "beyond the pale 
(of the palace fence)". Adat had the power of writ but only operated in Malay communities. An awareness 
of its (territorial) limits is found in Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 468: "Kerana adat Me/ayu di-
bawah an gin sana''. (A brief account of the context of this quotation is given above.) See also Matheson, 
1979, p. 359: "The SM (Sejarah Melayu) gives the origins of the adat Melayu as a list of prohibitions; 
certain styles of dress, housing, and transport were forbidden to commoners (orang keluaran)." 
302 Thomaz, 1993, p. 76, notes that: "trace of the traditional Malay conception of space" in the name hilir 
for the present day name of a suburb. He also notes that the area around Melaka was directly ruled by the 
Sultan. Thomaz, 1993, p. 80, the "foreign colonies" were answerable to their shahbandars. 
303 See Appendix X, Use of Melayu, Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964) 1973, p. 30 I, when the ra 'ayat are called 
upon to kill Hang Jebat: "Si-Jebat ... "kata-nya " .. . jika berhimpun segala ra 'ayat dalarn negeri itu pun 
di-titahkan membunuh si-Jebat", or, p. 298, when 1000 men form part of the "army" sent against Hang 
Jebat; see also Appendix X, Role of the ra'ayat esp. Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, pp. 14, 486. 
304 Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, pp. 295-328; for selected quotations see Appendix X, Use of 
Melayu. 
305 Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1973, p. 298; p. 300: "Sa-telah Hang Kasturi sampai ka-dalam kota, 
maka Hang Kasturi pun berdiri di-halaman [of the istana]; maka segala ra 'ayat pun berbaris-lah". 
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Although this story has been variously interpreted, the final scenes graphically dramatise 
the way the Sultan's household, at the physical centre (negeri dalam), was surrounded 
successively by courtiers and subjects.306 The contrast between inner and outer quarters 
of the city highlights the differing populations and, more significantly, classes, 
suggesting inhabitants of a Malay polity were ranked in categories according to their 
meeting certain criteria.307 Thus, a Raja' s subjects included not only the orang Melaka 
(or lesser nobility), but also the ra 'ayat (or lower class) which was an integral part of the 
Malay polity and would be called "Malay". The court was not isolated, although 
"separateness" or exclusiveness was expressed in quite explicit locational and linguistic 
terms, specifying those within the palace, within the grounds (halaman), those outside 
the istana walls, and finally those in the city (negeri) beyond. This not only suggests that 
a process of assimilation existed which augmented the "Malay" population of Melaka 
but that the process is a phenomenon recognised by the elite. 308 The situation is similar to 
that described in Hikayat Deli, and confirmed by European observers, where 
"foreigners" were assimilated into a Malay polity.309 
National Character 
The above exploration of contexts where Melayu occurs has revealed that Marsden's 
ideas derived from observation, local informants and philological investigation, coincide 
closely with those found in HHT. In both cases, eighteenth century concepts of Malay 
306 On spatial separation of the "lower orders" see Manguin, 1986, p.191. 
307 Kato, 1982, pp. 42-43, gives two Malay adat sayings concerning the allocation of"jurisdictions" in 
spatial terms. 
308 Milner, 1982, p. 93: "that the generalised picture [of Malay life] presented in the Hikayat Deli 
includes much more than ceremonial arrangements and etiquette. Written, at least in part for those on the 
periphery of the Malay world, the text had to articulate certain critical assumptions that would have been 
taken for granted in the literary products ofolder-established Malay regions". Johns, 1961, p. 13, notes 
that: "it was part of the specific nature of Sufism which facilitated the absorption ofnon-Muslim 
communities into the fold of Islam" and that "Sufi teachers associated themselves with the charisma of 
royal power". 
309 Discussed in Milner, 1982, pp. 89-90: "The Malays professed Islam ... to be Malay, therefore, was to 
behave and to think in a particular way, that is to participate in Malay culture. By adopting Malay culture, 
it was possible to become Malay. The Hikayat Deli itself indicates that change of race was understood by 
Malays in this way. When Melaka is attacked and defeated, the text explains that the Portuguese flee to the 
jungle where they change their customs, language, and clothing ... (there was no] need to possess any 
particular ancestry or physical characteristics. In learning the Malay language. in dressing and acting in a 
Malay style, they would eventually be considered Malays". 
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identity turned on being Muslim and allegiance to, or descent from, a Malay ruler. As 
noted in Chapter III, Marsden's first task was to provide evidence of "the genuine 
Sumatran character which is the immediate object of my investigation"310 to support his 
philological contention that differences between the Sumatran tribes occurred after their 
separation. Marsden argued that the most dramatic changes had taken place among the 
Minangkabau Malays, and, in line with this chapter's epigraph, attributed the significant 
differences in "national character" he detected between the "other" Sumatran nations and 
Malays to the Malays' Islamic "custom and education".311 
Marsden's search for evidence of "national" character was not hindered by lack of 
histories or chronologies,312 because, as he explained in his Conclusion, accounts of 
sovereign ambition and political jealousies: 
are observed to have produced the same effects, in all countries and in all ages; 
and consequently afford no criterion of the genius and manners of a particular 
people".313 
He preferred "less obvious occurrences of private and domestic life" when seeking to 
define the "unspoiled" Sumatran "national character". He believed "colouring and 
expression" would illuminate the "virtues and genius ... follies and vices of a people".314 
He favoured village peoples where Man would be found in his "most unsophisticated 
state" over evidence from courts where powerful rulers whether good or evil: 
borrow ... from the most enlightened among other nations, and thus, whilst they 
improve the condition of their subjects, destroy (both] the peculiarity and 
genuineness of their character. 315 
310 Marsden, 1783, p. 36. 
311 For example, he noted Arabic script was making "daily encroachments" among Sumatrans; Marsden, 
1783, p. 163. (Other examples are discussed in Chapter III and in this chapter under religion above). 
312 Marsden, 1783, p. 283. Marsden, 1783, p. 159: "History and chronology they are entirely without; the 
memory of all past events being preserved by tradition only". This statement was altered in the 1811 
History to make it clear that this did not include the Malays; Marsden, 181 I, p. 195, refers to "country 
people" only. 
m Marsden, 1783, p. 374. Cf. Hume, (1777)1951 , p. 83, quoted above. 
314 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. i: "the mere science of words, is, after all, but the outline of languages; 
whilst the colouring and expression are only to be found in the virtues and genius, in the follies and vices 
of a people". 
315 Marsden, 1783, p. 374. Cf. Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xxxii: "the brilliant or disgraceful periods in the 
history of a people will generally depend on the genius of one man. A great monarch will give to the 
component parts the appearance of one despotic whole." 
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Raynal's eighteenth-century observation that "the further men depart from nature, the 
less must they resemble one another"316 may appear to conflict with notions of the 
"universal" in human nature. Nevertheless this concept underpinned Marsden's 
emphasising that with less polished people, differences were in the detail. As discussed 
in Chapter III, Marsden had found "physical causes" were responsible for a remarkable 
degree of "uniformity" in the pattern of Sumatran life. 317 With regard to "moral causes" 
of "national character" as already noted he believed small differences were profound in 
their effect. Marsden was confident that where Pacific Islanders and Sumatrans had 
physical causes in common, they would be "original",318 but as a philologist Marsden 
realised that the creeping tide of Islam in Sumatra was destroying the "moral causes" of 
"originality" in native Sumatrans.319 Thus he knew that he could not be doctrinaire about 
determining whether practices and customs were "original" or lslamic320 and that it 
would be difficult to ascertain "original" causes of moral behaviour.321 
Physical causes of moral difference 
This section examines Marsden's evidence for his analysis of physical evidence of 
"moral" differences between Malays and Sumatrans.322 Even towards the end of the 
Enlightenment an almost medieval belief that physical appearance was indicative of 
(moral) character persisted. Many "travellers' tales" promulgated by eminent 
316 Rayna!, 1777, V. iii, p. 39, in speaking of African tribes wrote: "The further men depart from nature, 
the less must they resemble one another. The multiplicity of civil and political institutions necessarily 
occasions a difference in the moral character and natural customs of men, which is unknown to societies 
less complicated. Besides, nature being more powerful under the torrid than under the temperate zone, 
does not permit the influence of manners to exert itself so strongly. Men in these countries bear a greater 
similitude to one another, because they owe everything to nature, and very little to art". Although the 
civilising process was perceived as a progressive ascent with "nature" as the starting point, acknowledged 
differences were not simply ascribed to nations reaching different points in a common line of ascent. 
3 17 There was also a surprising uniformity among the Sumatran nations in many of their civil and military 
customs. 
3 18 Blumenbach, l 795, p. 233, listed Sumatrans with the Polynesians among the "barbarous nations". 
319 Bearing in mind that "original" could mean Malay-Polynesian or "Hindu-Buddhist". 
320 See Marsden, 1783, footnote pp. 257-260, quoted in a footnote in Chapter III of this thesis. 
32 1 Marsden, l 783, pp. 37-38: "I must premise however that the Malay customs having made their way, in 
a greater or less degree, to every part of Sumatra, it will be totally impossible to discriminate with entire 
accuracy. those which are original from those which are borrowed". 
322 Blumenbach, (1795) 1865, p. 233 , listed Sumatrans among the "barbarous nations". 
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authorities323 became authoritative dicta that required determined refutation; hence 
Marsden's careful explanation of the cause of Sumatran men's smooth chins and his 
questioning whether American Indians really lacked "this token of manhood".324 Since 
Malay culture had become dominant among the Minangkabau, according to 
Enlightenment theory, Minangkabauans would gradually acquire their physical 
characteristics. This explains why Marsden could say "a Menangcabow man and a 
Malay are nearly synonymous terms".325 
Marsden's linguistic research "proved" there was no fundamental biological or "racial" 
difference among Sumatran nations, and that, except for the Acehnese;326 they were all 
"genuine peoples".327 While differences between the languages of Malays and other 
Sumatrans were attributed to the Malays' "advantageous circumstances",328 differences 
in "national character" were attributed to accidental environmental factors which, as 
indicated in Chapter I's discussion of "Laws of Climate", were believed to have both 
physical and moral effects. According to accepted theory, the more "polished" of related 
nations were the "fairest".329 Marsden therefore needed to explain why Malays were 
darker and generally shorter330 than "other" Sumatrans. Marsden ascribed differences in 
323 Robertson, 1777, V. i, pp. 290-91: "The beardless countenance and smooth skin of the American 
seems to indicate a defect of vigour, occasioned by some vice in his frame ... [which] cannot be attributed 
. .. to their mode of subsistence". 
324 Marsden, 1783, p. 39, reproduced as Marsden, 1811, p. 45. 
325 Marsden, 1783, p. 282: "the inhabitants ofMenangcabow ... correspond, at this day, in every point of 
resemblance; insomuch, that throughout the island, a Menangcabow man and a Malay are nearly 
synonymous terms". 
326 Marsden, 1783, p. 315, quoted in footnote below, where he refers to the Acehnese as being "a 
mixture". Cf. Reid, 1969, p. I: "Though racially Indonesian, [Acehnese] people were hardly touched by 
the great civilizations of Sri Vijaya and Majapahit''. Marsden: 1783, p. 315, quoted in a footnote below. 
327 If Marsden believed that forebears of Peninsular Malays intermingled with aboriginal (negrito) tribes 
before their conversion, his failure to distinguish them as, like the Acehnese, not a "genuine people" would 
require explanation. Yet such notions are supported by Hikayat Marong Mahawongsa (Kedah Annals) as 
well as Portuguese records. L. Andaya, 2002, pp. 31-35; Edo, 2002, pp. 138-141. 
328 Marsden, 1834a, p. 6. Quoted in Chapter II. 
329 Buffon, (1749) 1866, V. i, p. 269: "Supposing two nations ... to live under the same climate, it is 
reasonable to think, that the savage people would be more ugly, more tawney, more diminutive, and more 
wrinkled, than the nation that enjoyed the advantages of civilization". 
330 Blumenbach, 1775, p. 102ff, had dealt rather ambiguously with the common belief that in ancient time 
men were taller, and they "degenerate and diminish in size and even now" children were always smaller 
than their parents .... "we must allow something to climate" ... "the investigation of the causes which in 
our days make men of one country tall and another short is more subtle". 
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Sumatrans' skin tones to a combination of"moral" (or cultural) causes and degrees of 
exposure to the weather331 rather than heat as such.332 Marsden described degrees of 
fairness among the "other" Sumatrans that equated with their relative degree of 
"originality".333 The darker colour and smaller stature of Malays could be attributed 
partly to their moral degeneration and partly to their maritime way of life and 
commercial enterprise. 
Major discussions of physical causes of difference in Sumatrans, including 
complexion,334 occur in Chapters 2 and 16-19, immediately after sections on physical or 
environmental "causes" of "national character". 335 Although apparently fortuitous, 
Marsden's decision to describe each Sumatran nation (other than the Rejangs) in 
geographical sequence from south to north taken in conjunction with his descriptions of 
"natural appearance" suggests he believed the island may have been settled by tribes 
progressing through the hinterland from the south: 
They [the Lampung], of all the Sumatrans, have the strongest resemblance to the 
Chinese, particularly in the roundness of the face, and the construction of the 
eyes. They are also the fairest people of the island, and the women are the tallest, 
and esteemed the most handsome.336 
33 1 Buffon, (1749) 1866, V. i, p. 286: "Some varieties [of Men] indeed are produced by the mode of 
living. All the Tartars, for example are tawney, while the Europeans who live under the same latitude are 
white. This difference may safely be ascribed to the Tartars being always exposed to the air; to their having 
no cities or fixed habitations; to their sleeping constantly on the ground; and to their rough and savage 
manner of living. These circumstances are sufficient to render the Tartars more swarthy than the Europeans 
who want nothing to make life easy and comfortable. Why are the Chinese fairer than the Tartars, though 
they resemble them in every feature? Because they are more polished: because they live in towns, and 
practise every art to guard themselves against injuries of the weather". 
332 Marsden's scepticism about climate causing differences in skin colour was noted in Chapter III. 
333 As discussed in earlier chapters, Buffon and other philosopher-scientists believed that Man was 
originally white and that darker colours were the results of "degeneration" which had varying causes. 
334 He had no wish to suggest a continuum between Malays and the part negritos of the Eastern 
Archipelago. It was, however, also of importance not only to establish links with the Chinese, but to 
differentiate the island peoples from the African and American peoples : from the (dark) negritos and the 
(copper-coloured) "Red Indians" (as discussed in Chapter II). 
335 Unless it is realised that he perceived cultural rather than racial difference among the Sumatrans, his 
"scientific" comments on skin colour in general (discussed in Chapter III) may seem at variance with his 
pragmatic observations on colour variations among Sumatrans. 
336 Marsden, 1783, p. 263. Cf. the following where Marsden is discussing the "other Sumatran" women in 
general. Marsden, 1783, p. 39: "Their eyes are uniformly dark and clear, and among some, especially the 
southern women, bear a strong resemblance to the Chinese, in that peculiarity of formation so generally 
observed of those people. Their hair is strong, and of a shining black". 
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By noting "Chinese" characteristics,337 Marsden may well have been suggesting that the 
Lampung had, in their relative isolation, preserved more of their "original" physical 
character. Marsden reported that most Lampung people lived in mountainous areas and: 
It is probably within but a very few centuries, that the southwest coast of this 
country has been the habitation of any considerable number of people; and it has 
been still less visited by strangers, owing to the unsheltered nature of the sea 
thereabouts, and the want of soundings, in general, which renders the navigation 
wild and dangerous for country vessels; and to the rivers being small and rapid, 
with shallow bars, and almost ever a high surf.338 
Evidence from traditional Malay literature and ceremonial forms of address preserved in 
correspondence suggest significant ancient links between the Minangkabau empire and 
China.339 Mentioning the Chinese, believed to be a branch of the Tartars,340 was a 
reminder of Marsden's ideas on the Sumatrans' origin, as well as a further means of 
emphasising their difference from negritos and Moors. His "Remarks" Table I had 
shown the Nias341 and Lampung languages bore greatest affinity with Pacific Malayo-
Polynesian languages.342 These factors, added to that of isolation, were encouraging 
evidence for his Tartar or Chinese origin hypothesis. 
The similar appearance of "other Sumatrans" was important evidence in favour of their 
being related, since as noted in Chapter III Marsden believed that "natural appearances" 
were some indication of "original identity". All Sumatran nations, except the Acehnese, 
are described as fairer than the Malays. Of the people in general Marsden wrote, using 
Rejangs as "standard" Sumatrans: 
337 Forrest, 1792, p. 36, in his sketch of the people of Jan Sylan (Junk Ceylon or Phuket) noted that: 
"They resemble in feature the Malays, with a good deal of the Chinese look; are well-made and rather 
slender''. This accords well with both Marsden's and de Barros's descriptions. De Barros's comments on 
dress are quoted by Reid, 2004, p. 6. 
338 Marsden, 1783, p. 262. 
339 Apart from evidence that he knew Hang Tuah stories, there is no real evidence about which 
"romances" he had read when he was writing the 1783 History. By 1793, he had read the Seri Rama. 
340 Buffon, (1749)1866, V. i, p. 256: "Ifwe compare the descriptions of the Tartars and Chinese given by 
different authors above quoted, we cannot hesitate in pronouncing, that the Chinese though they differ a 
little in their stature, and in the form of their countenance, have a greater relation than any other people". 
341 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 308. Marsden said the Nias islanders were the fairest of all the Sumatrans. 
Again isolation was believed in the Enlighterunent to inhibit progress. 
342 Marsden knew Nias slaves, and had collected language specimens, but omitted them from the History 
proper because they were not literate. 
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Their complexion is properly vellow, wanting the red tinge that constitutes a 
tawney or copper color. They are in general lighter than the Mestees, or half 
breed, of the rest oflndia.343 
Apart from the issue of degeneration further discussed below, slight differences in the 
Malays' appearance could be accounted for by the dilution of their "originality" through 
the influx of darker coastal Melaka-Malays. Marsden objected to Crawford's describing 
Malaya-Polynesians as "brown coloured" and noted that "the poets among the Malays 
usually compare the complexion of their beauties to topaz."344 Although other physical 
features besides "complexion" differentiated nations, they were but a matter of degree. 
Bataks, the only nation shorter than the Malays, were described as: 
rather below the stature of the Malay, and their complexions are fairer; which 
may perhaps be owing to their distance from the sea, an element they do not at 
all frequent. 345 
These small differences furnished evidence of each nation's history, both physical and 
moral, since their separation from the "original". Some were no more than "family" 
differences or variations some of which were ascribed to physical influences. The 
Acehnese were set apart on the grounds that they were not a "genuine" people346 since 
their: 
commixture with the Moors of the west oflndia [i.e. Muslims from the Indian 
subcontinent], has distinguished them from the other Sumatrans.341 
The Minangkabau, who also had greater intercourse with the outside world, because 
their traders intermingled with other Malayo-Polynesian peoples, had retained a greater 
degree of "originality" than the Acehnese. 348 
343 Marsden, 1783, p. 40. The passage continues: "those of the superior class, who are not exposed to the 
rays of the sun, and particularly their women ofrank, approaching a great degree of fairness. Did beauty 
consist in this one quality, some of them would surpass our brunettes in Europe." 
344 The red or copper colour was the distinguishing feature of the American Indians. Marsden, l 834a, p. 
14. The footnote top. 14 noted: "The word brown does not sufficiently distinguish the colour of these 
people, which has a strong admixture of yellow." 
345 Marsden, 1783, p. 296. 
346 Marsden, 1783, p. 315: "The Achinese differ extremely, in their persons, from the rest of the 
Sumatrans, being, in general, taller, stouter, and much darker complexioned. They are by no means in their 
present state, a genuine people, but thought, with great appearance ofreason, to be a mixture ofBattas, 
Malays, and Moors from the west oflndia." 
341 Marsden, 1783, p. 38. (Their small stature could be related to the "moral cause" of cannibalism.) 
348 By implication, before the Minangkabau exploited their gold, the Batak would have been the more 
advanced nation, a notion supported by their very high rates ofliteracy. 
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Like (or perhaps alerted by) the Pacific explorers,349 Marsden observed that variations in 
skin colour had both physical and moral (or cultural) causes and that colour variations 
accorded with social class and occupation. Yet he also observed considerable difference 
between the colour of the inland Malays and other inland nations, and the agricultural 
Malays and the maritime Malays of the East coast. 350 When Marsden discussed the 
"difference in person between Malays and Sumatrans" he reported that although there 
were differences between Malays in coastal areas and people of the interior, they were 
barely detectable: 
The personal difference between the Malays of the coast, and the country 
inhabitants, is not so strongly marked but that it requires some experience to 
distinguish them. The latter, however, possess an evident superiority in point of 
size and strength, and are fairer complexioned, which they probably owe to their 
situation, where the atmosphere is colder; and it is generally observed, that people 
living near the sea shore, and especially when accustomed to navigation, are 
darker than their inland neighbours.351 
He refuted popular beliefs that Malays' opium addiction caused a "disparity in 
constitutional vigor",352 and argued that higher altitudes of the interior and differences in 
occupation accounted for the darker colour of coastal Malays. Although agricultural 
activity was believed to improve both physique and "moral" well-being of the " indolent" 
native, Marsden noted inhabitants of Pasaman were also more robust than planters of the 
low country.353 Thus lower class Malays are described as generally darker, smaller and 
slighter than Malays from the highlands and both classes were smaller and darker than 
most Sumatrans.354 Regardless of contemporary ideas on (physical) degeneration based 
349 Compare with Cook's observations on the peoples of the Pacific noted in Chapter II. 
350 Possibly suggesting that the admixture of Peninsular Malays was responsible. As discussed in Chapter 
II, Marsden was to note the non-Malay component of the Melaka population and the negrito presence on 
the Peninsula. See also Marsden, 1811, footnote p. 328, which mentions "half-savage" Malay speakers on 
the Malay Peninsula: information not given in the 1783 History. 
351 Marsden, 1783, p. 43. 
352 Marsden, 1783, p. 43: "Some attribute the disparity in constitutional vigor, to the more frequent use of 
opium among Malays, which is supposed to debilitate the frame; but I have noted that the Leemoon and 
Batang Assy gold traders, who are a colony of that race [i.e. Malays] settled in the heart of the island, and 
who cannot exist a day without opium, are remarkably hale and stout; which I have known to be observed 
with a degree of envy by the opium smokers of our settlements". 
353 Marsden, 1783, p. 43. Marsden, 1811, p. 355, notes the inhabitants of"Passamman [sic] . .. are said to 
be Battas converted to Mahommetanism, and mixed with Malays". 
354 Blumenbach, (1775)1865, p. 102: "The observation about the whole habit of body, that the northern 
nations are more sinewy and square, and the southern more elegant, seems ... reliable". He cited evidence 
on the New Zealanders, New Holland and Malicoloese. 
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on Buffon's notion that Man was originally white,355 for his European contemporaries, 
the contrast with the overtones of "noble savage" in Marsden' s portrayal of the Lampung 
people in particular would have been inescapable. 
Sumatran National Character 
Many customs Marsden identified as Sumatran and which have become closely 
associated with Malay culture appear to derive from Hindu-Buddhist origins.356 
Excluding the Acehnese system which was strongly Islamic,357 there were in 1783, for 
example, few significant differences between Sumatran and Malay justice or adai358 
systems. Marsden observed that when British residents tried to introduce reform 
Sumatran officials reverted to previous practices whenever possible.359 Although in the 
eighteenth century Islam had yet to permeate many areas even of Malay life.360 
Remarkable resemblance in burial (and even some aspects of funeral) customs, for 
example, appears to indicate Hindu influence.361 Some features of social organisation 
since identified as peculiarly Minangkabau Marsden observed amongst other Sumatrans. 
For example, Minangkabau was not the only matrilineal Malaya-Polynesian society in 
Sumatra. Among Bataks "the nephew is said to succeed to the place of the Raja, in 
355 Buffon, (1749) 1785, p. 280: "White then appears to be the primitive colour ofnature, which may be 
varied by climate, by food and by manners". 
356 Wilkinson, 1957, p. 76: "Malay ceremonial bears out clearly enough the view that Islam overlaid 
Hinduism in Southern Malaya and Buddhism in the north". 
357 Marsden, 1783, p. 320, reproduced as Marsden, 1811 , p. 404: "there is no commutation admitted, as is 
regularly established in the southern countries". He goes on to report typically Islamic "eye for an eye" 
types of punishments in Aceh, which differ greatly from other Sumatran and Malay practice. 
358 Marsden, I 812a, p. 202, defines adat as "custom, usage, habit, state, mode, fashion; rite, ceremony; 
rules of justice or judiciary proceeding; customary tribute or fee." (Marsden, 1812a, p. 6: "lsteadat [sic] 
custom; customary honours, ceremonies".) Adat has been defined by Winstedt, I 965, as: "l) custom (of 
individuals, society, races, nature) 2) customary law (as opposed to Muslim law)". Matheson, 1979, p. 357, 
defined adat-istiadat as "customs and tradition". The scope of adat was comprehensive. Matheson, 1979, 
p. 359, also cites the prohibition on committing treason and the list of privileges exclusive to the elite and 
ceremonial protocols given in Sejarah Melayu, 1938, p. 84. 
359 Marsden, I 783, p. 184: "by the influence of the Europeans, they have at times been prevailed on, to 
submit to innovations in their addat [sic]; but, except when they perceived a manifest advantage from the 
change, they have generally seized an opportunitv of reverting to the old mode". 
360 Dobbin, 1974, p. 327: "A 1761 manuscript describes the Minangkabau of the darat as 'mostly pagan, 
or rather without religion, with the exception of the notables, who consider themselves Mahometans' ". 
361 For example the burial method described by Marsden, 1783, p. 250, as Sumatran is described as 
Malay by Newbold, 1834, pp. 613-14, noting certain differences from practices of the "Musselmans [sic] 
of India", and Malay of the "most orthodox Moslem character" by Wilkinson, 1957, pp. 72-73. 
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preference to the son".362 Likewise (pagan) Bataks segregated unmarried males.363 Yet 
this very practice among the Minangkabau was said to have encouraged the spread of 
Islam. 364 Perhaps Marsden was right about the deterrent effects of the Batak reputation 
for cannibalism. 365 
As discussed below, Marsden regarded veneration of the Sultan by non-Malays as 
superstition and evidence ofresidual paganism.366 Marsden notes that at Pasaman the 
Sultan of Palembang was merely an overlord367 whereas the Bataks were 
uncharacteristically and superstitiously respectful to the Sultan of Minangkabau,368 whose 
potency they believed could affect rice production.369 For Marsden, continuation of the 
362 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 303. He continued: "I have heard that this unaccountable rule is observed 
in some other parts of the east". 
363 Marsden, 1783, p. 297: "Their towns are called "campong'', in which the number of houses seldom 
exceeds twenty; but opposite each, is a kind of open building, that serves to sit in, during the day, and for 
the unmarried men to sleep in at night". 
364 Dobbin, 1983, p. 120: "An important facet of life in any Minangkabau village was the surau, the house 
where the young men lived after puberty away from the lineage house, which was the dwelling place of 
women and children". Dobbin, 1983, pp. 121 ff, argues that surau promoted Islamic study and teaching. 
365 Marsden, 1783, p. 312, when discussing why the Batak people had not converted to Islam: "it may be 
presumed that the idea maintained of the ferociousness of the people, from their practice of eating their 
prisoners, might probably damp the ardor, and restrain the zealous attempts ofreligious innovators". 
366 See for example, Marsden, 1783, 283, quoted in an above footnote. Veneration of the Sultan noted by 
Marsden is evidenced in proverbs and traditional literature. Later scholars have viewed the sacred nature 
ofkingship as evidence of Hinduism, for example, Brake!, (1975)1979, p. 58; Heine-Geldem, 1956, p. 6ff. 
367 Marsden, I 783, p. J 82: "Passammuh is governed by four pangerans, who are perfectly independent of 
each other, but they acknowledge a kind of sovereignty in the Sultan of Palembang, from whom they hold 
a chop (warrant) and receive a sating (investiture), on their accession. This subordination is a consequence 
of the king of Bantam's former influence over this part of the island, Palembang being a port at that time 
dependant on him, and still on the Dutch, whose instrument the sultan is; and the people are for the greater 
part Javans". 
368 Marsden, 1783, p. 305: "Notwithstanding the independent spirit of the Banas, and their contempt of 
all power that would affect a superiority over their little societies, they have in general a superstitious 
veneration for the Sultan ofMenangcabow, and shew a blind submission to his relations and emissaries, 
real or pretended, when such appear among them: even when insulted and put in fear of their lives, they 
make no attempt at resistance: they think that their affairs would never prosper: that their paddee would be 
blighted, and their buffaloes die; and that they would remain under a kind of spell, for offending those 
sacred messengers". See also Drakard, 1999, p. 6: "The 'spell' to which Marsden refers was no doubt the 
Minangkabau royal curse, known as besi kawt'. 
369 Doubtless there was evidence of similar notions for other Sumatran nations. This is another example 
where Marsden was faced with customs that would, in European eyes, conflict with his judgement that the 
Rejangs enjoyed a well-nigh perfect "political" organisation. (Discussed in Chapter III.) For example, 
Psota, 1992, p. 31. It appears that even today, Psota, 1992, p. 46: "According to Rejang ideology no 
existence is possible without rice and the presence of the Minangkabau Sutans [sic] is for the Rejang a 
guarantee for the continuation of the fertility of the rice plant animated by the rice soul and its guardians 
Nyang Serai and Saning Sari". Since Marsden knew the Rejangs best, he would obviously have been aware 
of the rice rituals. 
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Minangkabau Sultan's influence among non-Islamic polities seemed almost quixotic. He 
observed that, although the disparity between "reality", as judged by European standards, 
and rhetoric seemed great, the actuality was that the Sultan's influence was far more 
powerful among all Sumatrans than seemed "reasonable".370 He ascribed this to the 
power of "superstition", whose evils Enlightenment Man371 equated with spiritual 
slavery.372 Marsden derided "endeavors to square every thing to our own local and partial 
ideas"373 and he perhaps can be accused of the same failing, when he referred to certain 
concepts by their English equivalent. It is a little difficult to disentangle, but clearly, 
besides adat he had observed the power of nama and asal or bangsa314 in Sumatran 
communities. Thus, although much has been written concerning the Malay concept of 
nama315 (discussed below), it was not exclusively a Malay custom. Marsden observed 
that Sumatrans, especially "men of influence", submitted to lawful authority more 
because of their family name than because of "coercive power".376 Respect for manes, 
closely associated in Enlightenment culture with honouring one's name (and family)377 
was also an important Sumatran tradition.378 Marsden observed that, in addition to 
members of governing elites, certain families enjoyed special esteem; which presumably 
370 Although parallels could have been found in the operation of the Holy Roman Empire. 
371 The following quote summarises the relevant arguments outlined in previous chapters. Adorno, 
(l 947) 1997, p. I: "The program of the Enlightenment was the disenchantment of the world: the dissolution 
of myths and the substitution of knowledge for fancy". 
372 Cf. Drakard, 1999, p. 3, who argues that: "European approaches to signification .. . from the 
seventeenth century onwards have led observers to misunderstand the meaning and impact of 
Minangkabau royal rhetoric". 
373 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 164: "These endeavors to square every thing to our own local and partial 
ideas, puts me in mind of some vocabularies 1 have seen, in which the country Titles were thus explained -
Pangeran - a Duke: Datto - an earl: Dupatty - a Lord Mayor". 
374 Marsden, 1812a, treated asal and bangsa as synonyms, both meaning descent and family. 
375 Marsden, 1812a, p. 347, defined nama: "name, appellation; fame, reputation, honour, renown." 
376 Marsden, 1783, p. 209: "[Sumatran] men of influence ... are held in subjection rather by the sense of 
general utility, planted in the breasts of mankind; attachment to their family and connexions; and 
veneration for the spot in which their ancestors were interred, than by any superior authority". 
377 In the sense of spirits of honoured forebears. The poet Pope, for example, wrote in his 1712 
Miscellaneous Poems: "Let eternal Fame attend thy Manes, and preserve thy Name". 
378 Marsden, 1783, p. 254: "The superstition which has the strongest influence on the minds of the 
Sumatrans, and which approaches nearest to the species of religion, is that which leads them to venerate, 
almost to the point of worshipping, the tombs and manes of their ancestors (nenney pooyang)". Marsden, 
1811, p. 292: "(nenek payang)''. 
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equates with lineage or "descent" (asal). He also noted concern for family (bangsa) as 
such379 which was shared by all, even "the lowest member of the community".380 
Although "other" Sumatrans ranked lower than Malays on "measures of civilisation", 
when describing the national characters of "other" Sumatrans, Marsden retained a 
lingering regard for the "noble savage" ideal. Nevertheless, he preserved an appearance 
of carefully balancing their virtues and vices.381 Actually, he is comparing "other" 
Sumatrans (favourably) with the Malays who remained his yardstick or standard. 
"Other" Sumatrans were said to be "devoid of Malay cunning and chicanery" but 
endowed with sagacity, penetration and quickness of wit.382 They were said to "partake in 
some degree of the Malay vices'', suffering "from the contagion of example".383 Their 
faults included indolence, litigiousness and gambling and although improvident,384 
generally a characteristic of savages,385 Marsden explained that "though poor they are not 
necessitous".386 Sumatrans, he maintained, were as distant from "the savage tribes of 
379 Marsden, 1783, p. 227: "These people are not strangers to a sentiment which we call a regard to 
family". 
380 Marsden, 1783, p. 227: "Everyone has regard for his race; and probability of its being extinct is 
esteemed a great unhappiness. This is what they call toongooan pootoose, and the expression is used by 
the lowest member of the community". Cf. Marsden, 1811, p. 264: "Tungguanputus". Stevens, 2004, p. 
1053, "Ketunggulan-si/si/ah dynasty, lineage. 
381 Marsden, 1783, p. 173: "The original Sumatran ... partakes in some degree of the Malay vices, partly 
from the contagion of example, and possesses many exclusive virtues; but they are more properly of the 
negative than the positive kind. He is mild, peaceable, and forbearing, unless his anger be roused by 
violent provocation, when he is implacable in his resentments. He is temperate and sober". Cf. 1811 
History where the same passage is introduced, Marsden, 1811, p. 208: "The Sumatran of the interior''. By 
1811 , Marsden knew "original" could no longer be used to mean Malay-Polynesian, since it might be 
"Hindu-Buddhist". 
382 Marsden, 1783, p. 174: "Their hospitality is extreme, and bounded by their ability alone. Their 
manners are simple; they are generally, except among the chiefs, devoid of Malay cunning and chicane; yet 
endued with a quickness of apprehension, and on many occasions discovering a considerable degree of 
penetration and sagacity". 
383 Marsden, 1783, p. 173. 
384 Marsden, 1783, p. 174: "On the other hand they are litigious; indolent; addicted to gaming; dishonest 
in their dealings with strangers, which they esteem no moral defect; suspicious; regardless of truth; mean in 
their transactions; servile". Cf. Robertson on the "naked savage"; see Appendix 1, Carroll, 2002, p. l 5ff. 
385 Robertson, 1777, V. I, p. 309: "There are several peoples in America whose limited understandings 
seem not to be capable of forming an arrangement for futurity; neither their solicitude nor their foresight 
extend so far. They follow blindly the impulse of the appetite which they feel, but are entirely regardless of 
distant consequences, and even of those removed in the least degree from immediate apprehension". 
386 Marsden, 1783, p. 174; Marsden, 1811, p. 209: "They are careless and improvident of the future, 
because their wants are few, for though poor, they are not necessitous; nature supplying with extraordinary 
facility, whatever she has made requisite for their existence". He also pointed out their generosity to one 
another. "Their hospitality is extreme, bounded by their ability alone". 
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Africa and America" as they were from "the polished states ofEurope".387 Nevertheless, 
he criticised "other" Sumatrans as "a rude incurious people" 388 who responded to their 
senses,389 rather than their reason,390 but commended them for the "simplicity"391 of their 
"natural form of government".392 
Marsden's analysis of the Sumatrans' "advances in civil polity" reflected Enlightenment 
notions of an organically developing society,393 where state rule evolved as an expanded 
form of family rule.394 Rejang governments were described as patriarchal,395 and where 
the other nations had acquired more feudal elements this was attributed to their being 
disturbed by "the spirit of conquest" or foreign subjugation. Thus Lampung chiefs or 
magistrates, whose nation had been subject to outside influences, exercised a more 
arbitrary, and "probably more strictly feudal", authority396 and warlike Bataks who were 
governed by hereditary chiefs (through the sister's nephew) to whom they owed certain 
obligations had moved closer to feudalism. Among "other" Sumatran nations in general, 
a man of ability could become more important in his community than his chief97 and: 
387 Marsden, 1783, p. 169; Marsden, 1811, p. 204. 
388 Marsden, 1783, p. 171: "a rude, incurious. and unambitious people. Their senses. not their reason, 
should be acted on, to rouse them from their lethargy: their imaginations must be warmed: a spirit of 
enthusiasm must pervade and animate them, before they will exchange the pleasures of indolence for those 
of industry". 
389 Marsden, 1783, p. 253, recounts that even selementary ideas of "futurity" were not found among 
"Sumatrans untinctured by Mahometanism, who do not appear to have any idea of a future state". 
390 See Chapter I for discussion of Linnaeus. According to Linnaeus each human variety had a different 
mode of governance. See Table in Chapter I. Asiatics were "Governed by opinion (or the senses)". 
Europeans are described as "governed by laws" (or reason). 
391 
"Simplicity" was related to good taste and accounted a great virtue in the eighteenth century. Taste is 
further discussed below. 
392 Marsden, 1783, p. 176; 1811 , p. 210: "where the natives, from situation or disposition, have long 
remained undisturbed by revolutions, there the simplicity of patriarchal rule obtains; which is not only the 
first, and natural form of government, of all rude nations rising from imperceptible beginnings, but is 
perhaps also the highest state of perfection they can ultimately arrive at". 
393 Ideas on "modes of governance" were summarised in Linnaeus. Richardson, Rayna! and Robertson 
were all influenced by ideas which had developed in response to Locke's ideas. 
394 Marsden, 1783, p. 175. 
395 Marsden, 1783, p. 175. 
396 Marsden, 1783, p. 263; 1811, p. 297. Marsden added: "This difference has doubtless its source in the 
wars and invasions to which the [Lampung] people are exposed" (by vittue of their proximity to the 
"Javanese banditti"). 
397 Marsden, 1783, p. 246: "Where personal endowments ... will often raise a private man to a share of 
importance in the community, superior to that of the nominal chief, there is ample inducement [to become 
skilled in oratory)". Cf. Kahn, 1993, p. 167, on "Big Men". 
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the constitution of their government, which being far removed from despotism, 
seems to admit, in some degree every member of society to a share in the public 
deliberations, 398 
including children as young as seven. All of which contradicted Montesquieu's 
commonly accepted theory that all governance in hot countries was necessarily 
despotic.399 Only Malays were described as truly feudal. 
Malay National Character 
"Physical causes" of Malay "national character" and similarities with other Malayo-
Polynesian peoples were discussed in Chapter III. The following examines "moral 
causes" and Marsden's evidence for his belief that the Muslim component of"being 
Malay" was chiefly responsible for their "national character". The 1783 History's 
treatment of Malays and Malay culture differs in important respects from his 1811 
History. The 1783 History records a Sumatran Malay world substantially different from 
later accounts. 400 In the 1811 History, Marsden appears to have modified his own 
identification with "native" accounts to some extent and gives greater emphasis to 
Melaka and its history.40 ' Nevertheless, Marsden's description of Minangkabau society, 
while emphasising allegiance to Islam and the position of the Sultanate, is remarkable 
for the absence of many features now considered inseparable from Minangkabau culture. 
Increased European contact and steadily progressing Islamisation appear to have brought 
radical and rapid transformation after 1800.402 Marsden chiefly discussed the "moral 
causes" of Malay "national character" in chapter 11, principally at the individual level, 
398 Marsden, 1783, p. 246; 1811, p. 283. 
399 Montesquieu, ( 1748)2002, V. i, Book XVII, sect. 2, p. 264: "We ought not, then, be astonished that 
the effeminacy of the people in hot climates has almost always rendered them slaves; and that the bravery 
of those in cold climates has enabled them to maintain their liberty ... This has also been found true in 
America; the despotic empires of Mexico and Peru were near the Line [i.e. the equator]". Cf. with 
Marsden's stand against Montesquieu on other issues discussed in Chapter III. 
400 Marsden, 1811, p. 325, began the 1811 History's chapter 18, "Malayan states Goverrunents ... "by 
stating: "The principal government, and whose jurisdiction in ancient times is understood to have 
comprehended the whole of Sumatra, is Menangkabau". 
401 Marsden, 1783, p. 268. Chapter 17, "Malay Governments - Empire ofMenangcabow ... " began by 
stating: "The principal seat of the empire of the Malays, and of the whole island is Menangcabow". 
402 Whether and when customs were transformed (as precedent or protection) to cope with colonial 
cultural and or economic pressure or in response to colonial expectation are unanswerable questions. 
Dobbin, 1983, p. 125, discusses change in relation to Islamic revival, 1784-1803. 
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contrasting Malays (unfavourably) with Sumatrans, and in Chapter 1 ?4°3 where he 
discussed the Malay elite and Malay religion and governance. "Political decline" in 
Malay polities and the "degeneration" or "moral decline" of Malay people Marsden 
attributed to Malayan Islam. This was in part because syncretism was manifested as 
superstition which, in its tum, affected their political state.404 European belief that Malays 
were in a state of moral decline or degeneration was discussed in Chapter I.405 
Despite the belief commonly held by Malays and Europeans that Malay polities were 
"unchanging in their essence",406 Marsden's portrayal of Minangkabau Malays differs in 
significant ways from later accounts. This is partly because, although he described some 
details of Minangkabau govemance,407 he was more concerned with describing the 
characteristics of "weak, arbitrary and blood thirsty [Malay] monarchs"408 and feudal 
Malay governments in general. As noted in chapter III, local Malay legal systems 
operating in west-coast Malay polities prior to the Company's reform program initiated 
by Hastings had minimal Islamic influences, but this situation appears to have changed 
radically over the next forty years.409 Although the proverb: 
Adat is managed by the raja, and it is the raja who follows adat. Where there is a 
raja there adat exists. When the raja disappears adat will die too, 
403 Chapter 18 in 1811. The 1811 History's chapter on the Malayan States was a substantial revision in 
terms of factual detail; there was no attitudinal change. The nineteenth century chapter bears a curious 
relation to Marsden' s eighteenth century version. The 1811 chapter appears somewhat out of step with 
Chapter 2. 
404 Marsden, 1811, p. 334. lt was believed that once a nation had risen to its optimum potential it could 
succumb to decadence and, if left to itself, decline and, like the Roman Empire, disappear from the world 
stage. See Appendix 1, Carroll, 2002, p. 21, for further discussion of eighteenth century notions of decline. 
405 Raynal 's discussion of the history ofMelaka Malays and their "moral" decline is included in Chapter 
I. 
406 Inden, (1990)2000, p. 266. 
407 Marsden, 1783, p. 284: "By late accounts it appears that the kingdom ofMenangcabow, even in its 
limited state, is split into different sovereignties. Two Rajas, of Soorooaso, and Soogey Tarap, claim a 
share in the dominion, and in that quality sent each a deputation to the English chief at Padang, after the 
capture of that place in 1781, congratulating him on the success of our arms. Passamman; a populous 
country, and rich in gold, cassia and camphire; which immediately borders on Menangcabow, to the 
northward, now disclaims all manner of dependence on it. This is governed by two rajas, of Sablooan, and 
Cana/lee, who boast an origin of higher antiquity". 
408 Marsden, 1783, p. 285. 
409 Raffles, 1822, p. 1, the Undang Undang Moco Moco was recited for transcription: "[by] the only 
person now living who is able to recite the whole", which suggests that it had lapsed as far as practical 
application was concerned, also discussed in Chapter II of this thesis. 
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is said to be alien to present day Minangkabau410 this formulation accords with 
Marsden's eighteenth century picture of the Minangkabau. 
Degeneration 
Linking "degeneration" theory with Asian modes of governance and peoples was a 
popular eighteenth century literary trope used, for example, by Raynal in respect of the 
Javanese.411 The Malay people, who appeared to be very different from "other" 
Sumatrans, Marsden described as in a state of "degeneracy" that reflected their having 
deteriorated from their "original" Sumatran heritage. Marsden apparently found it 
difficult to adjust to the impassive demeanour of Malays and their phlegmatic acceptance 
of most trying circumstances.412 Both were characteristics regarded as part of the moral 
failings inherent in the fault of "indolence".413 Marsden signalled that Malays were in a 
state of moral decline when he wrote: 
The Malay inhabitants have an appearance of degeneracy, and this renders their 
character totally different from that which we conceive of a savage.41 4 
Degeneracy415 meant that Malays exhibited physical signs of the "moral decline" that had 
lost them "the splendid virtues of [their] predecessors"416 and the higher rank they 
41° Kato, 1982, footnote 13 p. 4 I: "In Indonesian: Adat dipegang radja/dan radjalah Jang [yang} 
beradat. I Ada radja, ada berdiri, I hilang radja, adatpun mati. This is an old adat saying from island 
Riau (Kementerian penerangan c. 1954: 1049)". 
411 Rayna!, 1777, V. i, pp. 228-29, provided a precedent for describing peoples of the Archipelago as in 
"moral decline" when he wrote that the Javanese: "had not so much the character of an unenlightened, as ~ 
degenerate nation: in short, they were a set of men, who from a regular government had fallen into a kind 
of anarchy, and gave full scope to these impetuous emotions which nature excites in these climates". 
412 Marsden, 1783, p. 173: "it must be observed, that from an apathy almost paradoxical, they suffer 
under sentence of death . .. with astonishing composure and indifference; uttering little more on these 
occasions, than a proverbial saying ... expressive of the inevitability of fate - "apa bootee boat?" To this 
stoicism, their belief in predestination, and a very imperfect idea of a future, eternal existence. doubtless 
contribut~". 
413 See Appendix 1, Carroll, 2002, p. 15ff. 
414 Marsden, 1783, p. 172: "Malay inhabitants have an appearance of degeneracy, and this renders their 
character totally different from that which we conceive of a savage; however justly their ferocious spirit of 
plunder on the eastern coast, may have drawn upon them that name. They seem rather to be sinking into 
obscurity, though with opportunities of improvement, than emerging from thence, to a state of civil or 
political importance ... They retain a strong share of pride, but not of a laudable kind which restrains men 
from the commission of mean and fraudulent actions". 
415 Since the peoples who were described as "degenerate" also generally lived in non-tropical areas, this 
concept became associated with (unexpected) darkening of the skin, as in the case of the Laplanders and 
especially the Fuegians, as discussed in Chapter I. 
416 Cf. Marsden, 1783, p. 171: "We appear to the Sumatrans to have degenerated from the splendid 
virtues of our predecessors". Johnson, 1773. degeneration, "n s [from degenerate) I. A deviation from the 
virtue of one's ancestors. 2. A falling from a more excellent state to one of less worth. 3. The thing 
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formerly held on the scale of civilisations. Despite having found from experience that 
human nature could manifest itself differently in other cultures,4 17 Marsden still relied on 
his ability to "read" people.418 He thought Malays' skill in preserving "the utmost 
composure of features" was evidence of duplicity and treachery.419 Marsden held that 
Malays, as followers of a revealed religion, could distinguish right from wrong whereas 
pagan savages remained at the lowest level of civilisation. Although their behaviour 
might not be admirable, pagans were not culpable since (unlike Malays) they were 
innocent of religious principles. Marsden believed that Malays had a bad influence on 
the Sumatrans, but the Malays were not immune to outside influence. He noted Malays, 
impressed by the self-confidence and gusto of Bugis and Macassar people who visited 
Bengkulu, imitated their manner of dress.42° Conscious that he belonged to a "polished" 
society, he regretted Sumatrans (and Malays) failed to benefit from European example: 
As mankind are by nature so prone to imitation, it may seem surorizing that these 
people have not derived a greater share of improvement, in manners and arts, 
from their long connexion with the Europeans, particularly with the English who 
have been settled among them for an hundred years.421 
This he ascribed to the artificial nature of colonial life and the Sumatrans' (often 
justified) uncomplimentary perception of European manners and customs.422 Notions of 
changed from the primitive state. In plants, these transplantations are obvious; as that of barley into oats, of 
wheat into damell; and those grains which generally arise among corn, as cockle, aradus, oegiops, and 
other degenerations. Brown's Vulgar Errours". 
417 Hume, (1777) 1951, p. 83: "It is universally acknowledged that there is a great uniformity among the 
actions of men, in all nations and ages, and that human nature remains still the same. in its principles and 
operations". 
418 Hume, (1777) 195 l, pp. 84-85: "we mount up to the knowledge of men's inclinations and motives, 
from their actions, expressions. and even gestures". 
419 Marsden, 1783, p. 172: "They possess much low cunning and plausible duplicity, and know how to 
dissemble the strongest passions and most inveterate antipathy, beneath the utmost composure offeatures, 
till the opportunity of gratifying their resentment offers". 
420 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 174: "The people from Macassar and Bugguess who come annually in 
their praws to trade at Sumatra, are looked up to by the inhabitants. as their superiors in manners. The 
Malays affect to copy their style of dress, and frequent allusions to the feats and achievements of these 
people are made in their songs. Their reputation for courage, which certainly surpasses that of all other 
people in the Eastern Seas, acquires them this flattering distinction. They also derive part of the respect 
paid them. for the richness of the cargoes they import, and the spirit with which they spend the produce in 
gaming, cock-fighting, and opium smoaking [sic]". Cf. Forrest, 1792, footnote p. 85. 
421 Marsden, 1783, p. 170. Cf. Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xxxiii: "With a wonderful predilection for their 
own ancient manners, they had a peculiar and invincible antipathy to those of Europe. They are so 
apposite to their genius, to their hereditary prejudices, and to every idea, political and religious, that no 
instance can be produced, perhaps, of one single custom originally European having ever been adopted by 
any Asiatic Nation". 
422 Marsden, 1783, pp. 170-171, which is reproduced as Marsden, 1811, pp. 205-206. 
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moral decline or degeneracy lie behind much ofMarsden's apparent disaffection with 
some aspects of Malay behaviour. 
Marsden had identified religion as the chief difference distinguishing the (pagan) tribes 
of the Sumatran interior from the (Muslim) Malays.423 He held that "accidental 
advantages of education"424 brought by conversion to Islam were responsible for the 
language and national character of the Malays. Newbold, who served in Indian in the 
early nineteenth century, noted Malay Islam was significantly different from Islam in 
India.425 His descriptions of Peninsular Malay customs are often virtually the same as 
those described by Marsden as being practiced by other Sumatrans as well.426 Newbold 
credited Malays with being: 
more constant and regular than is to be met with among the Mohammedans of 
India, from whom they differ considerably in their rites and ceremonies; though 
not in their beliefs in the great principles on which the religion of Muhammad has 
its basis. 
As noted in the Introduction, Marsden acquired knowledge of Malay Islam by talking 
with prominent Sumatran and Malay identities, as did Newbold.427 Besides studying 
Malay commentaries on the Koran,428 as discussed in Chapter V, Marsden tapped into the 
scholarly networks and talked to authorities on Malay religious matters. Despite their 
423 In discussing differences biological factors (i.e. race) were not an issue. Marsden believed his 
"Remarks" findings proved all the Sumatran nations shared a common origin. Marsden's ideas on who, in 
the Archipelago, were and were not (the "modem") Malays are discussed above. 
424 Marsden, 1834, p. 8, quoted in Chapter II. 
425 Newbold, 1834, p. 609: "In short, the Malays resemble more the Arab in the simple mode of his 
worship than the Mussulman of Hindustan, tainted and contaminated by, the admixture of many Hindu 
observances and ceremonies". The notion that the practice of Islam in Sumatra or the Malay Peninsula 
derived from Indian contact had late nineteenth century origins and are discussed in Chapter V. 
426 Newbold, 1834, p. 612: "The Berasa Gigi is perfonned on males at an uncertain period ... and is, as 
Mr. Marsden observes, generally the occasion of some family festival". 
427 Newbold, 1834, p. 608-09. 
428 Marsden, 1783, p. 163, quoted more fully above: "Their books are for the most part, either transcripts 
from the Alcoran (koraan), or legendary tales (kabar), of little merit as composition" but in Marsden, 
1811, p. 199: "The Malayan books are very numerous, both in prose and verse. Many of them are 
commentaries on the koran, and others romances or heroic tales", presumably including Marsden's ms 
collection of Malay tracts (SOAS Ms 11648 & Ms 12151 ) analysed by Johns, 1957. For discussion of such 
Malay religious texts see Azyumardi, 2004, p. 82ff. 
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observance of rites ofpassage,429 he criticised Sumatran Malays for laxness in their 
religious practices: 
it must be confessed they are not the most pure tenets of that [Moharnedan] 
religion, which have found their way to Sumatra; nor are even the ceremonial 
parts very scrupulously adhered to. Many who profess to follow it, give 
themselves not the least concern about its injunctions, or even know what they 
require.430 
In contrast with Newbold's experience, Marsden's informants possibly included Malay 
imams and Arab scholars belonging to the movement for renewal which preceded the 
Padri reformists431 who stressed the need for a return to orthodoxy.432 In the 1811 
History, with benefit of hindsight, Marsden commended Malay lack of bigotry when 
compared to "western Mahometans". 433 
Marsden placed Sumatran development as somewhere between the British Saxons434 and 
the 7th Century Germans (also Saxons).435 Malay progress he dated around mediaeval 
429 For example, Marsden, 1783, p.173: "The rites of marriage, (neeka), (from the Arabian word) consist 
simply in joining the hands of the parties, and pronouncing them man and wife, without much ceremony, 
This is performed by one of the fathers, or the chief of the doosoon, according to the original customs of 
the country, but where Mahometanism has found its way, a padre or Immum executes the business". 
Marsden, 1783, p. 228: "During the pooasso, or fast of Ramadan, the Mahometans among them, abstain 
from the use of betel, whilst the sun continues above the horizon; but excepting at this season, it is the 
constant luxury of both sexes". Marsden, 1783, p. 250, on the "coming of age" rites for both sexes. 
Quotation given in Chapter III. 
430 Marsden, 1783, pp. 251-252. Marsden, 1783, p. 173, quoted in footnote above. Cf. Dobbin, 1974, p. 
327: "Although Islam was actively practised in certain centres, its advent had not brought to an end 
popular superstitions and belief in magic and charms, which were widely interwoven with religion". 
431 Azyumardi, 2004, pp. I 09-110. See also Marsden, 1783, p. 96, which refers to a learned padre who 
denied the local superstition that white buffalo were sacred. 
432 Marsden appears to have sensed the conflict between what has been called "the 'great tradition' of 
Islam in the centres [sic] and an Islamic ' little tradition' [of the Archipelago] that mixed with the adat 
(customs) at the local level" (see Azyumardi, 2004, p. 147) and been aware of the influence of Arab 
trained ulama (as described in Azyumardi, 2004, p. 11 lff). It was the transmission of these "foreign" 
influences through the Malays to the Sumatrans that Marsden regretted, but they were not what he regarded 
as the principal cause of superstition among the Sumatrans. The Malays' superstition Marsden appears to 
have regarded as evidence of their "degeneration" and representing the breakdown of formerly pure Islam 
rather than evidence of their former paganism (i.e. Hindu-Buddhist and animist). 
433 Marsden, 1811, p. 346: "To this indifference [i.e. absence of bigotry] is to be attributed my not having 
ascertained whether they are followers of the sunni or shiah sect, although from their tolerant principles 
and frequent passages in their writings in praise of Ali, I conclude them to be the latter". Cf. Newbold, 
1834, p. 608: "The inhabitants ofNaning are Muhammedans of the Sufi sect ... the distinction of Shiah or 
Rafzi, and Sunni, so common in India and Persia; are unknown to the generalitv of them, owing perhaps to 
their Arab teachers". 
434 Marsden made several references to "Saxons" arid Anglo Saxons presumably meaning the fifth-
century invaders of Britain. 
435 Marsden, 1783, p. 205, quoted in Chap III. 
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times and likened the Minangkabau Sultanate to a Papal State.436 Although the Islam of 
Malay polities had been modified, he thought it remained an "open" or proselytizing 
religion and the person of the raja was regarded as sacred by all believers, whether 
ra 'ayat or elite. The "God-king" image enabled the Sultan's influence to reach far 
beyond his ministers and elite down to the ra 'ayat. Like the Pope, the Sultan held sway 
over certain territory (and had a personal guard),437 but his ascendancy extended well 
beyond its borders in an amalgam of pagan and Islamic authority. This was, in 
Marsden's view, largely because reverence for "nama" was an "original" characteristic 
shared by all Sumatrans.438 
Marsden's strict definition of who was Malay dissociated Malays from the people in the 
eastern Archipelago.439 Further, he was careful to distinguish Malays under British 
influence from east coast Malays. While acknowledging that East-coast Sumatrans' 
reputation for violence and "treachery" was justified and noting that European traders 
"petty Malay states" at the mouths of the larger rivers, especially along the north-east 
coast, where European traders would: 
Scarcely ever venture on shore, and deal with such Malays as come off, at the 
sword's point; so strong is the idea of their treacherous character,440 
Marsden reported that in British settlements, Malays were preferred for positions of trust 
and responsibility over other Sumatrans. His accounts of contemporary treachery or 
violence in Sumatran territory under British influence mainly concern the tyrannical and 
436 Marsden, 1783, p. 269: "[The Sultan ofMinangkabau's] authority not a little resembles that of the 
sovereign pontiffs in Europe, some years back, founded as it is on superstitious opinion; holding terrors 
over the weak, and contemned by the strong". Cf. Drakard, p. 4. (1811, p. 336 differs). 
437 Marsden, 1783, p. 285: "There is a class of officers called oolooballang, which word is usually 
translated "champion" ... but they may be described more properly as assassins, who . . . are despatched by 
a weak, but arbitrary and blood thirsty monarch, to execute by surprise and stealth, his commission of 
death: removing obnoxious persons, whom he dares not attack openly. In common they form the body 
guard of their masters, who do not everywhere employ them in secret services". Presumably the first 
sentence was based on literary sources or hearsay, and the last on experience. 
438 As discussed above and in Chapter Ill. 
439 This proved an effective strategy, for later writers such as Forrest and Staunton referred to the Malayo-
Polynesians as "other Malays" in the period before Marsden adapted Dalrymple's phrase "oriental 
Polynesians", when it could be replaced by "Hither Polynesians". 
440 Marsden, 1783, p. 290. Forrest, 1792, footnote p. 38, claimed the Malays encouraged Bataks to settle 
at river mouths to deter invaders. Cf. Forrest, 1792, p. 47, discussed in chapter I of this thesis, where he 
outlines precautions taken to disarm a Malay of any class who boarded a British ship. 
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despotic power Sultans exercised over rural populations who were not under British 
influence. Because he wished to encourage a renewed British presence after the Anglo-
Dutch War he had commercial and imperial incentives for exonerating Malays of the 
inland and west Sumatra from charges of being "treacherous" Malays.441 Marsden 
emphasised the exemplary behaviour of west coast Malays, noting: 
a further proof of the influence that mild government has upon the manners of a 
people, is, that the piratical adventures so common on the eastern side of the 
island are unknown on the western ... So great is the effect of moral causes and 
habit upon a national character esteemed the most treacherous and sanguinary.442 
Although maritime peoples of east-coast Sumatra and other Malays of the western 
Archipelago came under the category of "treacherous" Malays described in Chapter I, 
Marsden distinguished them from negrito and part-Malayo-Polynesian peoples from 
further east. He referred to Leibnitz' suggestion that there was a likeness between the 
character of an indigenous animal and the people of the country, 443 and used it to 
highlight the difference between east coast and west coast Sumatran Malays. 
Decline 
Contemporary European philosophers and historians were conscious that any great 
nation or empire, irrespective of the achievements of its "civilization" and its polished 
society, had but a tenuous hold on its power and position. Their philosophies were the 
logical outcome of "organic" theories on society. Marsden used the margin heading 
"Political Decline" to introduce his discussion of Minangkabau governance. As 
discussed above, ideas of the former greatness of the Minangkabau empire were not 
imaginary, as some scholars suggest, but derived from Sumatran and Malay sources.444 
441 Enlightenment notions of"National character" were discussed in Chapters I and III of this thesis. The 
terminology was gradually replaced. In the twentieth century it was expressed by "ethos" and "identity" 
concepts. 
442 Marsden, 1783, pp. 242-243. Compare the above with Marsden, I 811, p. 230: "So great is the effect 
of moral causes upon the physical character esteemed the most treacherous and sanguinary''. 
443 Blumenbach, ( 1795) 1865, p. 232: "I am not sure whether the opinion of our Leibnitz about the 
similitude of nations to the indigenous animals of the country is to be interpreted as referring to the 
influence of climate on the conformation of man and brute animals al ike". In this connection he made a 
reference in the footnote to Marsden, 1783, p. 173. 
444 The eighteenth century sense of"decline" as a moral quality or condition has not always been 
appreciated by modem scholars. For example, Drakard, 1999, p. 19: "As far as these [European] writers 
were concerned the splendid early kingdom they imagined was based on conjecture and the notion of 
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"Decline'', as Marsden (and Gibbon) used the term, had a specific sense of moral 
deterioration or of sinking into ways that were morally reprehensible.445 When Marsden 
used the word "barbarism" he was alluding to a level of people below Malays in terms of 
their ranking on the ladder of progress. In other words, Malay Sultans and their empire 
exhibited every sign of moral decline or degeneracy.The "moral" dimensions of the 
enlightenment category of "decline" delineated by Marsden centred on superstition 
combined with political expediency inspired by half-understood Islamic principles, but 
the existence of slavery and the slave trade in Malay society was further evidence of 
decline.446 
The rhetoric of progress implicit in Marsden 's "measures of civilisation" was 
complemented by notions of "decline". As discussed in Chapter I, "decline" was 
regarded as a natural stage of (organic) societies. Enlightenment theories on the stagnant 
or declining state of Asian societies stemming from Montesquieu447 encouraged notions 
that the Minangkabau society represented a longstanding traditional and static situation. 
The dwindling Minangkabau empire appeared to "enlightened" Europeans to be in a 
state of political decline. In discussing the Malay polities and the empire of 
Minangkabau,448 Marsden followed precepts laid down by Richardson, who maintained 
that national histories could be trusted on significant points because: 
decline followed from that conjecture. Whatever veneration and homage remained was left over from a 
' former civilisation'. In this way the entire history of the Minangkabau kingship between the fifteenth and 
nineteenth centuries is characterized by a condition of decline. It is difficult to accept that four centuries of 
continued 'veneration' . .. can be explained as a hangover from one energetic reign." 
445 OED online, 2nd edn 1989, "decline" as a verb meaning: "9. to fall morally or in dignity, to sink (to 
evil courses, etc., or to an unworthy object)". OED on line, 2nd edn I 989, "decline" as a noun, meaning I. 
refers: "to sinking to an inferior condition"and"gradual loss of .. . excellence of quality ... deterioration". 
446 Marsden, 1783, p. 329: "In order to form a judgment of the transactions of this kingdom [of Pasai], it 
must be understood, that the people having an idea of predestination, always conceived present possession 
to constitute right, however that possession might have been acquired .. . Thus it appears that their 
religious ideas were just strong enough to banish from their minds every moral sentiment. The natural 
consequence of these maxims was, that their kings were merely the tyrants of the day". 
447 These were reinforced by a nineteenth-century resurgence of popular interest in Adam Smith. 
448 Other than Marsden, there are few eighteenth century sources that set out to describe the Minangkabau 
polity. All (modem) writers on the polity seem to agree that the Dutch records do not provide sufficient 
evidence to confirm that the social organisation of the latter part of the nineteenth century was in place in 
the early years. (See, for example, Drakard, 1999, pp. 258-259; Kato, 1982, footnote p. 34, and p. I 0 I.) 
Thus for the early nineteenth century they are often extrapolating from later evidence. That Marsden gives 
no hint of a Minangkabau polity such as has been described in later years does not discredit his evidence. 
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no historian will ever presume to publish annals of his own country, totally 
dissimilar to the great lines of ancestral achievement, which must ever remain 
strongly impressed upon the minds of a people.449 
Richardson also considered that literature and legend450 should not be "despised", "their 
relations being grounded at least on national belief: and national belief never originating 
without some foundation".451 Therefore, when Marsden came to the Minangkabau 
empire, he drew on court traditions and oral and written records with confidence. Many 
of the "native informants" most useful for "historical" information were "country 
princes" belonging to the elites of non-Malay polities. They were attesting to the power 
of a polity to which they owed fealty and this presumably added to their veracity.452 
Marsden suggested the Sultan of Minangkabau, as a figure of authority, promoted a top-
down process of conversion to Islam and profoundly influenced the progress of Islam 
among his subjects, because they were "united under one head, whom they look up to as 
a standard of conduct".453 Marsden noted the harsher nature of the legal code operating in 
Aceh454 which he was presumably aware was more "Islamic".455 Notwithstanding 
For example, when Kahn, 1993, p.161 , c ites Raffles' 18 18 account of the large size of the assembly of 
leading men this merely confirms Marsden 's evidence (previously noted) on membership of village 
councils which was so comprehensive that boys from age seven participated. 
449 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xvii, concerning the need for western writers to respect the testimony of 
Islamic historians of Arabia and Persia. 
450 Richardson seems ahead of his time. Jn the eighteenth century according to Hayden-White, 1973, p. 
52: "Because the Enlighteners themselves were devoted to reason and interested in establishing its 
authority against superstition, ignorance, and tyranny of their own age, they were unable to credit as 
anything more than testimony to the essential irrationality of past ages those documents in which those 
ages represented their truths to themselves, in myths, legends, fables and the like". 
451 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xxii. 
452 That this was possible is explained in B.W. Andaya, 1993, p. 5ff, especially p. 6, where inter alia she 
notes regarding the communities of Southern Sumatra:" ... one of the revealing differences between 
European and local societies was the continuing prominence the latter gave to the spoken word even when 
written material was available. This is not surpris ing if one considers that in oral-aural cultures words have 
far more power than in literate ones and that the enunc iation of words by an expert practitioner can evoke 
powers normally beyond human control". 
453 Marsden, 1783, p. 3 12, quoted in full in footnote above. 
454 Marsden, 1783, p. 320: "Acheen has ever been remarkable for the severity with which crimes are 
punished by their laws, the same rigor still exists .. . Petty theft is punished by suspending the criminal 
from a tree, with a gun or heavy weight tied to his feet, or by cutting off a finger, or a hand or a leg". He 
also described the punishment by death meted out to adulterers. The harsher nature of the Aceh penal code 
was noted. A comparison of the 1783 History's Rejang law code with the Anak Sungai suggests, as noted 
in Chapter IIl , there was comparatively little Islamic infiltration of the legal system in 1783. 
455 Gullick, 1958, p. 139, who explained that a Malay polity: " retained much of the Hindu ritual which 
had been practised in the pre-Islamic period together w ith a still older stratum". Milner, 1983, p. 27: 
" Islamic legal institutions were integrated into, or embellishments upon, the pre-Muslim polity". This 
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sumptuary laws and like prohibitions, emulation (in the sense of zealous imitation) was a 
potent force for immigrants456 as well as all classes in Malay society.457 Of the Sultan of 
Minangkabau, Marsden wrote in 1783: 
His character is held in a sacred light, and the obscurity and air of mystery which 
surround his court, together with the influence of the Mahometan priests, who 
regard him as the head of their religion, keep up this veneration.458 
Seventeenth and eighteenth century records instance the Sultan's authority being 
exercised directly over Malays and peoples of other nations of the region. They also 
record the loyalty displayed by his subjects residing outside the polity, not only along the 
coastal approaches,459 but also in the highlands.460 Malay (and other) polities of the 
Minangkabau empire could not satisfy enlightenment definitions of a "modern" state. By 
describing the Sultanate as feudal Marsden was able to conjure up notions of an arbitrary 
and despotic rule; he could not logically portray the Minangkabau sultan as both 
powerless to enforce his writ and as a cruel and ruthless tyrant. 
The reciprocity of the raj a-subject relationship was a phenomenon Marsden had 
discussed with his native informants.461 He commented in his history of Pasai: 
the people were ... incensed against [the usurping raj a] on account of the 
destruction of the late king of their choice. For though they were ever ready to 
demolish those whom they disliked, yet were they equally zealous to sacrifice 
their own lives, in the cause of those whom they were attached to.462 
statement suggests a degree of separation not perceived by Marsden and, as noted in Chapter III, there is 
what a European perceives as "conflict of interest". 
456 Milner, 1983, p. 23, quoted in footnote above. 
457 As illustrated in the following folk sayings: Masak negeri orang bawa resmi ayam betina. Masak 
kandong kambing megembek, masok kandong kerbau menguak. Hamilton, (1937)1955, pp. 36-37. 
458 Marsden, 1783, p. 269. Whereas in the 1783 History the picture was based on Marsden's own 
observation and native informants, the 181 I History's Minangkabau account was modified by information 
gathered by his friends, such as John Crisp. 
459 B. W. Andaya, 1993, pp. 100-01: " In most other highland-lowland relationships in Southeast Asia, the 
lowland centre came to be regarded as culturally superior to the uplands. This was not the case ... [for the] 
highlands of central Sumatra inhabited by the demographically dominant Minangkabau. Early statues of 
Minangkabau suggest their claims to demonic powers ... It was extremely difficult for Jambi rulers to 
command the loyalty ofMinangkabau communities in the area over which the downstream laid claim". 
460 Marsden, 1783, p. 276: "but in some parts of the island, independent in other points, with such a 
degree of superstitious veneration, that the country people submit to be insulted, plundered, and even 
wounded by them, without making resistance, which they would esteem a dangerous profanation, 
amounting to sacrilege". These included the Bataks as quoted in footnotes above, Marsden, 1783, p. 283: 
"The ancient monarchy, etc" quoted in footnote above, and p. 305 " ... blind submission" quoted in 
footnote above. 
461 Marsden, 1783, p. 329. 
462 Marsden, 1783, p. 332. This appears to have been contemporary comment on an historical account. 
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Yet, despite the "civil contract'', this status was no guarantee of stability.463 The rationale 
responsible for the fissiparous nature of Malay polities was explained to Marsden as 
follows: 
they made no scruple of deposing and murdering their sovereigns, and justified 
their acts by this argument; that the fate of concerns so important as the lives of 
kings, was in the hands of God, whose viceregents they were, and that if it was 
not agreeable to him, and the consequences of his will, that they should perish by 
the daggers of their subjects, it could not so happen.464 
Because an important, perhaps even prime, aim of court narratives was to assert the 
position, rights and powers of the elite, they could well have been documenting an ideal 
rather than a real situation. Nevertheless, evidence of European observers validates 
indigenous narratives. Indigenous texts and linguistic evidence suggest Malay Sultans 
were sovereign powers and the embodiment of the "nation" or state, rather than 
sovereign power residing in the "nation". 
Marsden pointed out that the Minangkabau Sultan, by virtue of his God-King role, 
occupied a central position in the empire465 both conceptually and literally466 that became 
a potent factor in the Islamicisation of the empire. Malay sultans appeared to Marsden to 
be destitute of "real" power in the European sense467 of military might468 and he regarded 
"display" as a poor substitute. Marsden thought the honour and respect paid to Malay 
sultans was an insubstantial tissue of make-believe, besides being redolent of 
463 Heine-Geldem, (1942) 1956, p. 9: "The theory of divine incarnation ... provided an easy subterfuge 
for usurpers" . 
464 Marsden, 1783, p. 329. 
465 The 1811 History devoted a new chapter to the principal Malay states of the Empire, viz, lndrapura, 
Anak-Sungei, Passamman and Siak; in 1783 these were included with Minangkabau. 
466 Milner, 1983, pp. 30-31: " In South-East Asia, unlike India, the adoption of the new religion rarely 
involved the overthrow of reigning dynasties ... In most areas, formerly pagan rulers are said to have 
defended and propagated the new faith ... The centrality of the ruler is the dominant characteristic of the 
Muslim South-East Asian state. The dominance is asserted in a wide range of sources and has deep roots in 
the pre-Muslim past". 
467 The standing army concept was relatively new in Europe (Pocock, 1999, V. i, p. 98). Since methods of 
raising a military force were very similar in east and west at this stage, Marsden is presumably referring to 
the lack of an organised prison or penal system discussed in Chapter III. 
468 Marsden, 1783, p. 269: "The actual power and resources of the Sultan, are at this day, scarcely 
superior to those of a common raj a; yet ... he attempts to effect alone what arms alone can accomplish, by 
pompous, dictatorial edicts, which are received with outward demonstration of profound respect, but no 
further obeyed than may happen to be consistent with the political interests of those princes to whom they 
are addressed". 
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superstition and hypocrisy on the part of those giving and receiving such homage, but he 
bore witness to the effectiveness of these symbols. Marsden recognised that Malayan 
Islam,469 though in his view marred by superstition, was a powerful force in Sumatra.470 
He suggested the Sultan's authoritarian role and the unified nature of the Minangkabau 
polity were not only instrumental in that nation's conversion47 1 but favourable to "the 
propagation of new opinions and customs" because: 
people are united under one head, whom they look up to as the standard of their 
conduct. This was probably the reason of the complete conversion of the subjects 
of Menangcabow to Mahometanism".472 
Loyalty to the raja was not an innovation, but continued traditions rooted deep in a pre-
Islamic past.473 Old allegiances reinforced Islam' s appeal, and its continued attraction for 
new "followers" reflected well on the ruler.474 
Although Marsden criticised Malay veneration of their Sultans he took pains to refute 
claims that the elite imposed a regime of "linguistic distinction". He distanced Sumatran 
Malay society from the type of exclusiveness inherent in some nations' "high" and "low" 
languages. Differences between formal language as used in royal courts or the 
Archipelago and colloquial Malay used in bazaars appear to have encouraged theories 
among European philologists that there were high and low versions of Malay.475 Marsden 
comprehensively rejected such ideas: 
469 
"Malayan Islam" is used to convey Marsden's sensitivity to the Malay and other Sumatrans' 
perception of Malay peoples and polities and to highlight the difference from classical Arabian Islam. 
470 It was only later that Western scholars were reluctant to recognise Sumatran Malay polities as Islamic. 
Thus although Johns, I 979, p. 64, for example, perceived that Malay chronicles recorded the centrality of 
the ruler and the sacral nature of the state he saw that it was so different from the [Arab] practice oflslam 
that he rejected suggestions that th is bore any relationship with the Malay polity. Cf. Khoo Kay Kim, 1979, 
p. 300. Muslim clerics may have deplored the syncretic elements of Malay Islam and seen the need for 
reform, but Islam was a force in the land. 
471 Johns, 1961 , p. 19, notes: "Sufi teachers associated themselves with the charisma of royal power". 
472 Marsden, 1783, p. 311-12, suggested that a hierarchical central government lay behind the wholesale 
conversion to Islam of the Minangkabau, and its absence explained why the Bataks had not converted. 
473 The salutations and contents of the Sultans' letters discussed above were ample evidence of the 
retention of, and ongoing maintenance of, pre-Islamic forces still believed to be potent and charismatic. 
474 Population size was a measure of a raja's prestige and a tribute to his personal qualities. See Appendix 
X, Role of the Ra'ayat, Hikayat Hang Tuah, (1964)1974, pp. 115, 262, and Milner, 1982, p. 105: "A 
subject improves his nama by working for a Raja, and a Raja improves his nama by having many loyal 
subjects. Nothing in the text [of the Hikayat Deli] is given greater emphasis than this". 
475 Hervey, 1884, p. 53, and Sweeney, 1987, pp. 48-49. 
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In Java, Siam, and other parts of the east, beside the common language of the 
country, there is established a court language, spoken by persons of rank only. 
This distinction, artfully invented for the purpose of keeping the vulgar at a 
distance, and inspiring them with respect for what they cannot understand, does 
not take place in any part of Sumatr~ among the inhabitants of which, disparity 
of situation is not attended with much reserve, or distance of behaviour between 
the persons.476 
Marsden lived with class difference or "disparity of situation" and the Malay elite 
apparently behaved with (eighteenth-century) "condescension".477 He accepted that 
Malay standards of etiquette or politeness required that language suit the occasion but 
denied existence of a hierarchy of language forms. 478 
Taste and Judgement 
Marsden lived in an age when taste479 was an indication of good judgement intrinsic to a 
"polished society".480 This was well before the high noon of the British Empire481 when 
(extravagant) ceremonial display became a symbolic expression of power.482 Marsden 
wrote concerning taste: 
476 Marsden, 1783, pp. 166-167. Cf. Marsden, 1811, p. 202 and Marsden, 1834a, p. 21, quoted below. 
477 This had some sense of the modem use of"Noblesse oblige". See OED 2nd edn 1989: "2 . . .. to stoop 
voluntarily and graciously. 3. To depart from the privileges of superiority by a voluntary submission; to 
sink willingly to equal terms with inferiors; to be condescending in one's relations with others". 
478 Marsden, 1834, p. 21: "The distinction of an ordinary language and one of ceremony exists, to a 
certain degree, among the Malays, in practice, although not systematically or compulsorily, as we find it to 
be the usage among the Javanese. It is, in fact, more properly a difference of style than of dialect, and 
consists in the employment of words esteemed more polite than others; many of which are derived from the 
Sanskrit. So, in England we speak of the 'demise' ofa king, the 'decease' ofa person of some 
consideration, and the 'death' of the generality of persons. Yet all the tenns (from whatever source 
derived) belong to one and the same language". 
479 Hume, 1748b, p. 4: "The cultivating of that higher and more refined Taste, which enables us to judge 
of the Characters of Men, of Compositions of Genius, and of Productions of the nobler Arts ... no Man, 
who is not possessed of the soundest Judgment, will ever make a tolerable Critic in such Perfonnance". 
See also Banks, 1963, V. ii, p. 223, and footnote p. 223, on "Elegant simplicity". 
480 Gibbon, 1791, V. x, p. 51: "Our education in the Greek and Latin schools may have fixed in our minds 
a standard of exclusive taste; .. . yet I know that the Classics have much to teach and I believe that the 
Orientals have much to learn; the temperate dignity of style, the graceful proportions of art, the forms of 
visible and intellectual beauty, the just delineation of character and passion, the rhetoric of argument, the 
regular fabric of epic and dramatic poetry". 
481 Throughout the nineteenth century the British in India were to observe the ritual of the Durbar, 
acknowledging its mystical and symbolic importance in the exercise of power. Collingham, 2001, p. 129: 
"their [British] retention of their original [indigenous Indian] format of the ceremonies up to 1857 suggests 
the British were willing to acknowledge their mystical importance". 
482 Described in Cannadine, 2001, and Collingham, 2001, p. 128: "The changes the British made to 
ceremonial after 1857 are exemplified by the reinvention of the durbar. Throughout the first half of the 
nineteenth century the British cemented their relationships with other Indian rulers in the Indian idiom of 
the Durbar, a ceremony which enacted a form of mystical bonding". 
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Simplicity, so essential to the idea [oftaste], is characteristic of rude and guite 
uncivilized people; and is again adopted by men in their highest state of 
refinement. 483 
Marsden commended the "taste" of certain Sumatran "persons of rank". 484 Good taste 
was the sign of a polished society. 
Probably, in proportion as the prejudices of sense485 are dissipated by the light of 
reason, we advance towards the highest degree of perfection our natures are 
capable of. Possibly perfection may consist in a certain medium which we have 
already got beyond; but certainly all this refinement is utterly incomprehensible to 
an uncivilized mind, which cannot discriminate the ideas of humility and 
meanness.486 
His belief that simplicity was in "good taste" accompanied an aversion to superstition, 
ceremony, mysticism and ritual, typical of his time487 and is well illustrated in his 
comments on the form and content of the diplomatic letters of Malay sultans. Marsden 
included two examples488 of Sultans' letters in his History. They served to illustrate the 
persistence of ancient superstition489 and as trophies exhibiting evidence of the empire's 
antiquity and its present state of moral decline. Besides the letters' intrinsic value in 
demonstrating the political realities of the Malay world, their inclusion in the History 
had a similar significance in Marsden'.s world as in their own.490 He wrote concerning the 
second example: "though it is in part repetition, I esteem it too curious to hesitate about 
inserting it"491 thus acknowledging it was too fine an example of the genre to overlook. 
483 Marsden, 1783, 232. Cf. Marsden, 1811, p. 270. 
484 Marsden, 1783, p. 232: "I remember being present at the marriage of a young woman ... and an 
uncommon elegance and taste were displayed in the workmanship and adjustment of her ornaments ... it 
must be confessed, however, that this taste is by no means general, especially among the country people". 
485 Hume, (1751)1951, p. 293: "the sentiments and affections of mankind, without any dependence on the 
intellectual faculties". 
486 Marsden, 1783, p. 171. 
487 For example there were moves towards simplification within the established church led by John and 
Charles Wesley and others. Forrest, 1779, p.292: "I told [Raja Moodo] that our Protestant religion was the 
plain and purified offspring of the Roman". 
488 There are two examples in the 1811 History. They were considerably revised and slightly abbreviated 
versions of the same two published in I 783. 
489 As described by Robertson, V. ii, p. 302, quoted in Chapter III. 
490 For Marsden the letters helped justify colonial ambitions that would otherwise have been untenable. 
As Locher, 1988, p. 26, noted in discussing the interaction of myth and history in relation to changing 
realities: "The representation of the normative past was of particular importance in legitimizing an existing 
or desired socio-political order." The letters served the same purpose in their respective milieus for both 
Marsden and the Sultans. 
491 Marsden, 181 I, footnote p. 339. Cf. Marsden, 1811, p. 352: "Should it prove to be a Hindu 
monument, it will be thought curious". By 1811 "exoticism" had value, and Sultans' letters were the 
literary equivalent ofa finely worked keris or creese. The word "curious" as has been previously noted had 
different connotations in the eighteenth century and late enlightenment. As used here "curious" means the 
equivalent of finely wrought or appealing to a connoisseur. OED Online, 2nd edn 1989, (obsolete) 
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British and Dutch were Protestant nations. Their administrators in Sumatra shared a 
strong antipathy to Catholicism and its rituals, and viewed the Malay ritualistic 
celebration of regal power in the same light. Malay lack of a sense of discrimination or 
"taste~was a mark of their nations's "moral decline". In the eighteenth century, "taste" 
was linked not only to the refinement of polished societies, but also to reason. 492 
Intellectual or religious disputes were believed to: 
induce men to read and reflect, to consult antiquity, study history, and the ancient 
languages; hence arises criticism, which is productive of true taste.493 
Raffles would accept Malay hyperbole without comment494 and a later age was fascinated 
by the rich mythical references. Nevertheless, indirection and oblique circumlocutions in 
court letters and literature were for Marsden further evidence of the decadence and 
"decline" of the Malay courts from a former and higher level of civilisation.495 Marsden 
believed: 
A modem man of sense and manners, despises, or endeavours to despise, 
ceremony, parade, attendance, superfluous and splendid ornaments in his dress or 
furniture: preferring ease and convenience, to cumbrous pomp, the person first in 
rank is no longer distinguished by his apparel, his equipage, or his number of 
servants, from those inferior to him; and though possessing real power, is 
divested of almost every external mark of it.496 
meanings "4. Ingenious, skilful, clever, expert ... 6a. Taking the interest of a connoisseur. (Cf. Drakard, 
1999, footnote 7, p. 150, given on p. 177 where she comments " It was perhaps against his better nature that 
Marsden yielded to this temptation to include the merely ' curious' " .) 
492 Spary, 1999, p. 295, argues that in France the study of natural history was believed to effect in the 
scholar "the transition from the natural (the brute) to social (member of polite society) by recapitulating the 
Adamic process of generating order from initial perceptual chaos." Spary, 1999, p. 299, refers to: "the 
links ... between taste and reason". This was also more broadly applied and reflects the organic society 
rationale. For example, Rayna!, 1777, V. i, p.332: "Taste, which is the effect of reason refined and matured 
by time, requires a certain stability in government, united with a certain freedom of thinking, a gradual 
improvement of knowledge, which affording a greater scope to genius, enables it to discern ... [what 
gives] the highest entertainment to men of elegant minds". 
493 Raynal, 1777, V. iii, p. 76. 
494 Compare the Translation of Undang Undang Moco Moco recitation of the qualities of the Sultan, 
Raffles, 1822, pp. 6-7, (quoted in footnote above) with the letters in the 1811 History. 
495 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. vii: "The Arabians are distinguished by a conciseness of diction, which 
borders sometimes upon obscurity. The Persians affect, on the contrary, a rhetorical luxuriance; which, to a 
European, wears the air of unnecessary redundance. If, to these leading distinctions, we add a peculiarity 
of imagery, of metaphor, of allusion; derived from the difference of government, of manners, of 
temperament; and of such natural objects as characterise Asia from Europe; we shall see, at one view, the 
great points of variation between the writers of the East and West. Amongst the Oriental historians, 
philosophers, rhetoricians, and poets, many will be found, who would do honour to any age or people 
whilst their romances, their tales, and their fables, stand upon a ground, which Europeans, in some points 
have hardly yet found powers to reach". 
496 Marsden, 1783, p. 171. 
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For Marsden, the metaphorical and salutary conventions of the Sultan's letters were the 
antithesis of those of a "modern man of sense". Marsden dismissed them as "childish": 
The titles and epithets assumed by the Sultans, in the preambles to their edicts 
and letters, are the most extravagantly absurd that it is possible to imagine; 
[surpassing, in wildness and folly, the praeternatural attributes of the Persian 
genii and dives.] Many of them descend to mere childishness; and it is difficult to 
conceive how any people, so far advanced in civilization, as to be able to write, 
could [possibly] display such evidences ofbarbarism.497 
These sentences are redolent of the eighteenth-century world view in which "taste" was 
an important matter. "Evidences of barbarism" is another reference to "decline". By 
contrasting the "descent to mere childishness" with "so far advanced in civilisation" 
Marsden recalls notions of civilisation's progress from infancy to a polished state as a 
reminder that the Sultanate had declined (or regressed) from former greatness. Far from 
being "bewildered"498 by Malay royal epistolary style, he considered the Malay habit of 
mingling pagan and Islamic beliefs and honorifics evidence of superstition and therefore 
of the moral decline that epitomised Malay "national character. 
Conclusion 
Chapter II examined Marsden' contribution to the wider world of Malaya-Polynesian 
studies where his theories were immensely influential, not only later but in his own time, 
and were reinforced in Blumenbach's 1795 publication. Yet the "Remarks" paper and 
1783 History also initiated a narrow definition of Malay identity. This chapter and 
Chapter III have concentrated on the Malays and their world. Analysis of Marsden's 
account of Malay origins, Malayness or Malay "identity" and Malay "national character" 
497 Marsden, 1783, p. 271. The words in [square brackets] were omitted from Marsden, 1811, pp. 337-38. 
The increasing scholarly respect and appreciation for Persian poetry following Jones' work meant this 
clause was no longer was appropriate. Marsden would have owed his knowledge of these Persian 
supernatural beings to Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. xxxv-vi : "Those beings, who inhabited the globe 
immediately before the creation of man, they call Peris and Dives; and they form a perfect contrast. The 
Peris are described as beautiful and benevolent; and though guilty of errors which had offended 
Omnipotence, they are supposed in consequence of their penitence, still to enjoy distinguished marks of 
divine favour. The Dives on the contrary, are pictured as hideous in form, and malignant in mind; differing 
only from the infernal demons in not being confined to hell; but roaming for ever around the world to 
scatter discord and wretchedness among men". 
498 Drakard, 1999, p. 186. For Drakard's ascriptions ofMarsden's attitude to Malay Sultans, see Drakard, 
1999, pp. 4, 150 and p. 5: "antagonistic"; p. 8: "exasperation"; p. 149: "annoyed and puzzled"; p. 5, refers 
to Dutch "impatience"; p. 7, refers to "European scorn''. 
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have all revealed that in his view the determining factors were allegiance and religion. 
How should Marsden's assessment of the Malays be evaluated? Although Marsden had 
hoped his 1783 History would provide "data" for philosopher-scientists, present day 
Malay identity debates manifest unease and unresolved tension between rival claims of 
an "imagined" ethnicity: an elite interpretation versus a "folk" (or subaltern) 
interpretation (whose roots can be found in Marsden's work).499 The material examined 
in this chapter was included in his History principally to support Marsden's contention 
that the Malay language was the most recent and most improved branch of the Malayo-
Polynesian languages. 
For the 1 783 History Marsden availed himself of contemporary oral and literary 
evidence from Malay and Sumatran sources. Comparison of 1783 History with the HHT 
text reveals that Marsden accurately conveyed ideas represented in the contemporary 
Malay thought world. This chapter has explored some traditional Malay perceptions of 
Melayu to compare with Marsden's views. It has confirmed his contention that, despite 
the Sultans' retention of their "God-King" role after Islamicization, being Malay was 
virtually tantamount to being Muslim. Marsden also bore witness to the paradoxical 
nature of Malay royal power. As an outside observer, his portrayal of the cultural 
characteristics of Malayness had further dimensions. His expectations were formed by 
his reading, particularly of Richardson, on the Muslim cultures of the Arabians and 
Persians. Marsden's discussion of Malay culture clarified his claim that Islam fostered 
their superior development. In framing his case for separating Malays from the other 
tribes of Sumatra he accommodated the generally held belief that Malays were 
"immigrants" or settlers from the Peninsula. The fact that his theories not only survived 
but benefited from a reversal of his surmise on the original home of the Malays is a 
testament to the soundness of his powers of observation and deduction. The 1811 
History's account of Malay origins had, as noted in Chapter II, strengthened rather than 
weakened his philological position. 
499 Provencher, 1978, pp. 254-55. 
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Marsden's 1783 History is valuable because it captures Sumatra in the comparatively 
early stages of European penetration. Although, to paraphrase Braudel, Marsden's 
depictions of the Sumatrans and Malays: 
sought out, within the framework of a geographical study, those local, permanent, 
unchanging and much repeated features which are the 'constants' of [Sumatrans'] 
history ... and those which most affect everyday existence"500 
Marsden' s account of eighteenth century Sumatran society differs from its later 
manifestation in significant ways just as does eighteenth century Malay language. 
Marsden's original judgements on Malay culture were made before he knew of its 
Hindu-Buddhist connections, but even in the light of that knowledge he apparently saw 
no reason to modify his assessments. His 1783 definitions based on descent from 
Melaka-Minangkabau Muslim forebears, although inspired by religious considerations, 
nevertheless were precursor to tum-of-the-century hardening of ideas on "race". Modem 
study of Malay peoples, cultures, and lands dates from the second half of the eighteenth 
century. Although Marsden's History has continued to be valued by scholars most have 
ignored the implications of its linguistic framework. Later British scholars of Malay 
Lands were inclined to write Islam out of the equation, preferring to emphasise the 
Malays' pre-Islamic Malayo-Polynesian and their Hindu-Buddhist heritage. In this 
chapter I have argued that Marsden's history of Malay origins, his definition of Malay 
identity and his portrayal of Malay "national character" form a coherent and credible 
whole of which Marsden's definition of Muslim Malayness is the linchpin. The next 
chapter examines Marsden's later scholarship and traces the transmission of his 
pathfinding theories to succeeding generations. 
500 Braudel, (1972) 1981, V. 2, p. 1239: "all civilization can be defined as a struggle, a creative battle 
against the odds"; see Braudel, (1972)1981 , V. 2, p. 1240, on material decline. 
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Chapter V: Post-eighteenth century patterns of British Malay scholarship. 
"The age of Arabian learning continued about five hundred years, till the eruption of the Moguls, and was 
coeval with the darkest and most slothful period of European annals; but since the sun of science has arisen 
in the West, it should seem that the Oriental studies have languished and declined". Gibbon, 1791-2, V. x, 
p. 44. 
By 1800 Marsden had identified his three sources of influences on Malay language and 
culture: Malayo-Polynesian (and "Tartar" or Indo-Chinese), Arabic or Islamic, and 
Hindu-Buddhist. These have formed the basic pattern of Malay scholarship. Despite "the 
constantly moving set of articulation, shifts and coincidences"1 which constitutes 
discursive practice in the kaleidoscope of the Malay scholarly world Marsden's 
conceptual "elements" have survived.2 This chapter first examines Marsden's 
contribution to patterns of Malay scholarship and then turns to changes made 
subsequently by other scholars with in-country experience. Colonial contributions to 
British "Malay" scholarship followed Marsden's lead. British Peninsular scholarship is 
explored with reference to the principal learned journals of the Malay Peninsula. 
Contributions by the government scientists, including those relevant to "wild tribes", 
have been excluded from the sample surveyed.3 For the purposes of this chapter, the 
journals have served as barometers recording patterns of intellectual change that 
influenced the transmission ofMarsden's ideas between the late 1840s and the Second 
World War. 
Malay studies in its embryonic form enjoyed considerable scholarly status in the 
eighteenth-century, but this did not survive once Tahitians were no longer feted as 
1 Foucault, ( 1972)200 I, p. 192: "The episteme is not a motionless figure that appeared one day with the 
mission of effacing all that preceded it: it is a constantly moving set of articulations, shifts and 
coincidences that are established, only to give rise to others". 
2 Foucault, ( 1972)200 I, p. 173. Marsden and his colleagues were harbingers of change. They were at the 
fore-edge of the scholarly transformation that Foucault argues ended the "Classical" Age. 
3 In the 1890s and early twentieth century JSBRAS was nearly swamped by scientific material on botany, 
entomology and zoology from the government scientists who were mainly involved with identifying, 
classifying and listing material according to (international) scientific principles. Although the FMS 
scientists had the Journal of the Federated Malay States Museums, and there were state publications, such 
as Perak Museum Notes, the Straits Settlements had no journal that could publish to international standards 
until 1928 when the Bulletin of the Rajjl.es Museum began. There is only one article that uses Malay 
nomenclature (Ridley, 1897, pp. 31-284, "Malay Plant Names" (updated in 1902) cited in footnote below). 
This was discussed in Carroll, 2000, "The changing face of the Real Malay" . 
exemplars of the "noble savage".4 Whereas Asian studies concerns the "civilised'', Malay 
studies is a hybrid combining two disparate linguistic and cultural heritages: the one 
primitive, the other civilised.5 Until Marsden's discovery of Sanskrit elements in the 
languages and literature Malay studies sat uneasily with "oriental" or Asian studies. 
Marsden's discovery changed the character of British Malay studies. There were further 
changes when nineteenth century Peninsular scholars exploring Hindu-Buddhist aspects 
of Malay culture uncovered other aspects of Malay history. Both linguistic and literary 
scholarship focused on the Peninsula's ancient history and sought "outside" connections, 
usually with mainland Asia. Although affinities between Malay language and culture and 
"primitive" languages and cultures of the Pacific and negrito and part-negrito "wild 
tribes" of the archipelago were pursued by the early linguists like Logan and Earl, more 
attention was given to the "Tartar" or Indo-Chinese connections. While the derivative 
nature of Malay culture was acknowledged and may have depressed its status as 
compared to "civilised" Chinese and Indic culture, a certain prestige accrued through 
establishing its ancient origins. Islam was described as merely recent. 
Making of a Metropolitan Academy 
The late eighteenth century was a period of intellectual dislocation in Europe.6 Oriental 
studies, formerly dominated by Middle-Eastern studies, had expanded into new fields 
and become Asian and in England, when the old universities failed to keep pace, learned 
societies and their journals gave intellectual leadership formerly the exclusive preserve 
4 Maxwell, (1881)1907, p. vii : "The language is not ennobled by having been the speech of men who 
have made their mark in the world's history. The islands of Indonesia have never startled the Eastern world 
with an Akbar, or charmed it with a Hafiz or a Chand. Receptivity, not originalitv, is the characteristic of 
the Malay races" . 
5 Inden, (1990)2000, p. 37: "Despite this seeming diversity [of disciplines covered by Asian studies] , 
however, it is possible to speak of a distinctly orientalist discourse and to single it out from among other 
overlapping discourses. First, it is about the 'civilized' rather than about the 'primitive' . This distinguishes 
it from anthropology which concerns itself with the latter more than the former. Second it speaks of Asian 
Others in ways that contrast rather sharply with the way in which it speaks of itself. Third, it continually 
distinguishes the parts of Asia by reference to the same differentiating essences". 
6 Although Foucault, (1972)200 l, p. 4, referred specifically to the tum of the 18th into the 19th century. 
The enlightenment also had its discontinuities and was not unaffected by: " the phenomena of rupture, of 
discontinuity" where there are "epistemological acts and thresholds .. . that suspend the continuous 
accumulation of knowledge, interrupt its slow development, and force it to enter a new time". 
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of Oxford and Cambridge.7 During Marsden's lifetime, and most strikingly after 1800, 
scholarship changed direction. At the level of the individual, the transformation of 
gentlemen-scholars and generalists into professional specialists begun by Linnaeus was 
gaining momentum. Scholars were "urbanized" rather than sequestered in universities. 
Authors and their "public"8 gathered in gentlemen's clubs, belonged to the now well-
established Royal Society and increasingly supported a range of more specialised 
societies and journals which were a distinguishing feature of the era that presaged the 
"disciplines".9 Early contributors to specialist Asian journals were all local experts and 
"key holders" to knowledge they communicated to powers in London who seldom if ever 
had the eastern experience or local knowledge necessary to their enterprises. It was in 
this context that Asian (and Malay) studies were being refocused by an informed 
informal sector. As new scholarly disciplines emerged their needs were met in the first 
place by learned societies. 1° Changes in technology also affected scholarship. 
In eighteenth-century Europe, Oriental texts were disseminated through translations 
(such as Wilkins' Bhagavad Gita) 11 rather than original texts. 12 Romanization systems, 
first introduced in Indology for consistent renditions of place, dynastic and personal 
names (whether historic or mythical), became even more relevant as the economics of 
the printing industry began to interact with increasing demand for dictionaries and texts 
7 Marshall, 1986, p. 551, quoted in chap I. 
8 The first editions of works by this new breed of scholars were often, if not usually, published by 
subscription and were advertised by prospectus which gave the illusion that these works were privately 
printed. This is a partial explanation of the points raised by Pocock, ( 1999)2000, p. 373, concerning who 
was "the public" referred to by Robertson and Gibbon in their prefaces. 
9 Foucault, (1970)2000, pp. 236-237: "There took place therefore, towards the end of the eighteenth 
century, in general grammar [philology], in natural history [biology; Linnaeus and his followers, Buffon to 
Blumenbach etc.], and in the analysis of wealth [economics; philosopher historians like Raynal as well as 
Smith], an event that is of the same type in all these spheres". This thesis argues that one cause was the 
cumulative effect of encounters with difference begun in the New World, but brought to a new order of 
magnitude by the Pacific encounters. 
10 The "pure" sciences related to mathematics could be acconunodated in the universities, but philology, 
ethnology, ethnography, political economy were slow to be incorporated. 
11 Marsden, 1796a, p. 222, found in reading Malay romances that: "The machinery of Ramayana is 
interwoven in the story; and this circumstance tends to increase my regret that we possess no translation. 
even in abstract of that much admired poem". 
12 Apart from fonts for Greek, Arabic and Hebrew, the production of new fonts in sufficient quantity was 
a costly undertaking for a restricted market. Wilkins made his own type for the Persian and Arabic letters 
required for his revision of Richardson's Dictionary. His first sets of matrices were lost when his house 
burnt down, and the project was considerably delayed; see Diehl, 1968, pp. 335-6. 
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and journals. Radical redirection was possible because of the advent of gentlemen-
scholars and "powerful" publisher-booksellers. 13 In the nineteenth century industrial and 
technological developments brought advances in printing. Hence after 181514 the more 
complex printing requirements arising from the increased specialisation that followed 
separation between arts and sciences could be accommodated more easily15 and printing 
editions of original texts became feasible. The Royal Asiatic Society began its Oriental 
Translation Fund in 1828, with the aim of providing texts in original scripts with 
translation. 16 In British Malaya under colonial rule the education of Malays using both 
their own script and romanized script led to the eventual phasing out of their non-roman 
script. 17 
Some changes in scholarly methodologies were driven by new demands from European 
scholars who found Biblical and classical scholarship inadequate for Asian languages. 
Other changes were driven by political and social pressures. Serious efforts to encourage 
interest in "Oriental" studies (mainly translations) begun in India under government 
auspices in the eighteenth century met strong political opposition in the early nineteenth 
century. There was pressure to replace Hindu learning with "useful" learning. 18 
Vernaculars were discredited as a medium of instruction, 19 first by Evangelicals, then by 
Utilitarians.20 After 1835 English was used throughout the Indian civil service,21 and non-
13 Hack journalists of Grub Street and jobbing printers had been largely replaced. Publishing became "big 
business" and pirated editions proliferated. Pocock, (I 999)2000, V. ii, p. 373: "a powerful group of 
Scottish booksellers - Millar, Strahan, Cadell - were organising the London as well as the Edinburgh 
market and paying authors unparalleled sums for their copyright". 
14 When mechanical presses were introduced. 
15 Best symbolised by the belated acknowledgement represented by the 1847 reorganisation of the Royal 
Society as a purely scientific body, and the 1886 division of the Philosophical Transactions into sections 
Mathematical and Physical Sciences (Part A) and Biological Sciences (Part B). See also O'Brian, 
( 1987) 1997' p. 298. 
16 Beckingham, 1979, p. 35, quoted in the Introduction to this thesis. Marsden's Malayan Family was 
published as a translation only, perhaps owing to a shortage of the necessary script. 
17 Stevenson, 1965, pp. 106-107, notes teaching of Romanization in schools was introduced in 1891. 
Jawi for general community use was phased out in the 1950s. 
18 Cutts, 1953, p. 825. 
19 Laird, 1968, p.105: "The demand [from Indians] for education worth the name in English ... was to 
become overwhelming in the 1830's". 
2° Cutts, 1953, p. 826: "Available evidence suggests ... utilitarian pressure [in behalfofthe English-
language education program for India] as developed was a derivative of earlier evangelical pressure". 
21 Cutts, 1953, p. 833: "Macaulay's minute ... represented the final and successful attack upon the 
Hastings educational policy". The movement that culminated in Macaulay's 1835 "Minute on Education" 
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Christian religious practices were regarded as rife with superstition. Macaulay had 
personal ties to the main activists, and his Minute established English as the language of 
the Indian administration in 1835. In 1853 he drafted the bill for the Act that in effect 
closed Haileybury.22 
Indology (and later Malay studies) was permeated by antiquarianism. Before the Royal 
Asiatic Society was founded in London in 1823,23 the leading institution was the Asiatic 
Society of Bengal, instituted in 1784 as 
a society for inquiring into the history and antiquities, the natural productions, 
arts, sciences, and literature of Asia. 24 
Its journal, Asiatic Researches, the only English-language journal for orientalists, aimed 
at comprehensive coverage of all aspects of Asian countries and peoples. While 
philology25 and science remained mainstays of the Asiatic Researches journal,26 in the 
early years there was considerable emphasis on extracting knowledge of religious 
practices and mythology from indigenous texts. These articles were oriented towards 
"antiquarianism". Seeking "origins" was, as discussed in Chapter IV, replaced by a less 
ambitious quest for ancient history. Concern for "scientific" accuracy was characteristic 
of antiquarian studies. Ancient "history" of particular races or nations was researched not 
through language but using material evidence. Scholars turned to vernacular texts and 
the science of epigraphy to answer questions posed by their dubious chronologies. 
had begun before the 1790s. It was directed against the dissemination of"lndian" knowledge amongst 
Indians. See Cutts, 1953, pp. 834 ff 
22 Moore, 1964, p. 250, Benjamin Jowett (then Fellow and Tutor, later Master ofBalliol and friend of 
Macaulay) wrote to Gladstone, (the member for Oxford): "I cannot conceive a greater boon which could 
be conferred on the University than a share in the Indian appointments. The inducement thus offered 
would open a new field ofknowledg" . 
23 Beckingham, 1979, p. 34: "The [RAS] Journal has hardly ever printed purely personal narratives and 
impressions, anecdotage, or mere curiosities". 
24 Jones, (l 788a) 1979, p. viii. 
25 Although there were some comparative vocabularies for "civilised" peoples like the Burmese 
(Buchanan, (1808?)1979, V. 5), after 1800 philologists were turning their attentions to the "wild tribes". 
Logan, 1848, IAEA , v. 2, p. 231: "Now it was amongst the secluded mountain tribes that most light was to 
be expected on the pristine condition of the inhabitants of the region. It was by following these tribes along 
the great ranges and their outskirts, and allowing at every step for the influence which the bordering 
civilized races might have exercised, that traces of a community of origin were to be sought". 
26 Schwab, (1950) 1984, p. 56: "It is significant that the need for a French translation of the Asiatic 
Researches was recognised . .. the publishers undoubtedly considered the work likely to appeal to a wider 
audience [than just linguists] . .. this appeal grew out of the broad range of subjects ... notably the 
numerous scientific articles placed side by side with the philological ones''. 
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Inscriptions could verify dates and dynasties with some measure of credibility. Colonials 
elsewhere began searching for a history more ancient than any in Europe. 
Making of a Peninsular Academy 
From the 1780s decisive changes27 in the English speaking world view permeated 
Imperial discourse and Peninsular scholarship and its taxonomy.28 The Melaka 
missionary journal, Inda-Chinese Gleaner (1818-1822), 29 included material on both 
Chinese and Malay topics making a promising beginning to Peninsular scholarship. 30 Yet 
both the Journal of the Indian Archipelago and Eastern Asia31 and the Journal of the 
Straits Branch of the Asiatic Society were, despite the best intentions of the founders, 
predominantly Malaya-centric. There were few references to the Chinese and, despite 
intense interest in Indian culture, virtually none to local Indian populations. 32 Each 
journal in turn provided a focal point for the small community of scholars. Peninsular 
scholarship ran in tandem with political policies and events, sometimes anticipating, 
sometimes reflecting them. While the "wild tribes" were not ignored, the principal focus 
was on Malays, the only literate "native" peoples, and, in the case of scholarship, on the 
three streams of influence delineated by Marsden. From the founding of Penang, whether 
inspired by scholarly motives, commercial interest in "opening up the country", or 
humanitarianism, pressure for some form of annexation gradually mounted.33 British 
27 Change was hastened, if not prompted, by successive wars which threatened to isolate Great Britain 
from Europe and her trading partners (notably the Napoleonic war, the Franco-Prussian war, and the two 
World Wars). 
28 Thus while Marsden had devised "methods of systematizing propositions" these "statements ... already 
linked together [were rearranged] in a new systematic whole". See Foucault, (1972)2001, pp. 58-59 on the 
formation of concepts and procedures of intervention. 
29 Although the Gleaner was the first journal established in the region under British auspices, it was 
preceded by the journal of the Batavian Society of Arts and Sciences (founded in 1778). Groeneboer, 
(1993)1998, p. 46. 
30 Inda-Chinese Gleaner, edited by William Milne, while a journal for missionaries or "religionists and 
scholars" (Morrison, 1839, V. i, p. 518), was intended to promote "the interest of literature and of 
Christianity" (Morrison, 1839, V. i, p. 506). 
31 Edited by J.R. Logan (1819-1869) of Singapore and from 1853 Penang; Buckley, 1902, p. 379. Logan 
arrived in Singapore in 1839. He practiced law with his brother until he went to Penang, I 853. Hose, I 878, 
p. 2: "To Mr. Logan belongs the special honour ... of having contrived a plan by which the knowledge 
acquired by some of his contemporaries and fellow residents in this Colony, and in the neighbouring 
settlements, might be recorded and published". 
32 For a summary discussion of the races see Hooker, 2003, pp. 147-155; Turnbull, 1972, Chap I; Carroll 
(unpublished), 1987, pp. 32-35. 
33 See Hooker, 2003, pp. 128, 135; Winstedt, 1923, pp. 146-152; Winstedt, 1935, pp. 228-248. 
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penetration of the Peninsula south of the then Siamese border was inaugurated by the 
1874 Pangkor Engagement34 and signalled further scholarly developments. Although 
Marsden's weighting of influences shaping Malay culture was questioned after the 
1870s,35 the quasi-scientific notions of antiquarianism that inspired Marsden's 
chronologies and the essence of comparative linguistics continued to inform scholarly 
debates on the language and culture of the Malays and their predecessors. 
The pattern of Peninsular scholarship on the Malays only makes sense if considered as 
having one part dealing with Marsden's "modem" Malays, and their language, literature, 
customs, and religion, and another part dealing with scholar-administrators' pre-Islamic 
or early Malays, very often using the same data. Marsden's definition of "Malay", while 
in essence still acceptable, required modification as more information became available 
on the early history of the Peninsula. If nineteenth-century Europeans ever thought 
Peninsular Malays were a "pure" race, it was only briefly. They did, however, like 
Marsden, perceive that there was a definite and distinctive "Malay" character or identity. 
Even in the late nineteenth century European administrator-scholars in Malay Lands, like 
their merchant-scholar predecessors, maintained the traveller mentality but with an 
anthropological emphasis that was 
the equivalent of big game hunting - for a visit to an unknown tribe from which 
the anthropologist return[ ed] with a collection of new customs as his trophies. 36 
British India, 'jewel in the Crown" of the British Empire, profoundly influenced the 
orientation of scholarship on British Malaya. 
After 1878 most British scholars studying in the Peninsula minimised Arabic-Islamic 
influences. Whether scholar-administrators believed Malay Islam came directly from the 
Middle East or via India to some extent reflected differences between linguists and 
34 Carroll (unpublished), 1987, pp. 229-233, for text of the Pangkor Agreement signed 20/1/1874. 
35 Logan, 1850, pp. 252-3, quoted below, lists the foremost philologists who endorsed Marsden's general 
theories. John Crawford was the exception. Crawfurd's linguistic theories were not taken seriously by 
Logan (or, it seems, anyone else), but his data was often used by contemporary philologists, including von 
Humboldt. 
36 Firth, 1948, p. 43: "the day has passed for the equivalent of big game hunting - for a visit to an 
unknown tribe from which the anthropologist returns with a collection of new customs as his trophies: he 
has a duty not only to himself but also to further science in the territory in which he works". 
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general scholars. Linguists minimized the Hindu-Buddhist connections. General scholars 
favoured literary evidence and minimized the Malayo-Polynesian and Islamic influences, 
since Hindu-Buddhist influences were more appealing to their antiquarian instincts. 
Suggestions that Islam came with Arab contact were so strongly rejected in favour of an 
Indian introduction that only a political explanation seems feasible. In all 
administrations, power comes with prestige. Civil servants in British Malaya who served 
in the Malay Branch were (at certain levels) less well remunerated than their colleagues 
in the Indian and Chinese sections of the Malayan Civil service. Malay Branch officers 
felt that they could best protect Malay interests if they raised standards37 and enhanced 
the position of cadets in their branch of the service vis a vis the Indian and Chinese 
branches, which would, at the same time, prove that, as with China and India, there was 
a Malay culture worthy of serious study.38 Thus political exigencies culminated in a 
Malay-centric definition of "Malay studies" being promoted by "pro-Malay" scholar-
administrators39 who sought to emphasise that Malays shared India's ancient historical 
and linguistic heritage (and prestige). 
British political and territorial ambitions encouraged a distinctively "colonial" and 
nationalistic form of Malay studies. 4° From the 1870s,4 1 the probability that Malays were 
recent immigrants to the Peninsula was an issue for scholar-administrators. Since 
identification of Malays with Archipelago and Pacific societies had undesirable political 
implications, it made sense to emphasise ancient Hindu-Buddhist connections. The 
37 Standards were an issue that affected pay and progress of cadets. See R.E. Stubbs report, 1910-11, 
quoted in footnote below. 38 Winstedt, 1935, p. 259, ended his History of Malaya as follows: "British civilisation in Malaya has that 
best of all tributes [sic], the keenly critical appreciation of races with ancient civilisations of their own". 39 Bums, 1971 , p. 2: "the second generation of British officers [i.e. civil servants] - could afford to look 
critically at the consequences of twenty-five years of British rule and raise questions about the future 
development of the Malay States and especially about British policy towards the Malays". 
40 Shamsul, 2003 , p. 115: "For a long time, the colonial concept of"Malay Studies" has been influential, 
not only in academic circles around the world but also in Malaysia' s own domestic political arena. Indeed, 
in post-colonial Malaysia, Malay Studies has always been associated with Malaysia's ethnic Malay centred 
post-nationalist ideology". 
41 The institution of the Residential system encouraged scholar-administrators' interest in the Malays, 
especially among those posted in Perak and Selangor; see Skinner, 1882, p. 280: "The Residents are 
directly under the Government of the Straits Settlements, and it is admitted that great success has hitherto 
attended the development of Sir Andrew Clarke's experiment". 
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Melaka missionaries contributed evidence of possible Hindu influences. "Original" or 
primaeval Malayo-Polynesian contact with ancient and civilising Hindu-Buddhist forces 
was considered responsible for a greater and more significant degree of Malay 
advancement than contact with Arabic-Islamic influences. Administrative policies in 
British Malaya increasingly reflected newly emerging "disciplinary" divides between 
sciences and the arts. Professionalism in the sciences altered the composition of the civil 
services and was reflected in the Peninsula's learned journals. Folklore became the 
province of administrator-scholars seeking evidence of Hindu-Buddhist influences. 
Study of popular literature, superstition and customs, for long a subset of antiquarian 
studies,42 came of age in Britain in 184643 as "Folklore". 44 In the 1870s,45 European 
folklorists were motivated by a complex of strategic and other concerns. Realisation of 
the social and artistic costs of industrialisation led to a re-evaluation of agriculture and 
peasant (and colonial46) culture.47 By 1900, through the scholarly dissemination of early 
English texts and the collection of extant folk-tales, the British knew much more about 
their own "folk-lore". What the eighteenth century regarded as "primitive" from the late 
nineteenth century was merely bucolic and superstition was now more "quaint" than 
reprehensible. 
42 In societies such as The Society of Antiquaries, founded 1572, active from 1717, incorporated 1751, 
but which only began publishing a journal in 1770, and The Camden Society, founded 1839 (now Royal 
Historical Society). 
43 Thoms, 1878, p. xiii: "popular literature, superstitions and customs, and similar matters, now 
commonly recognised under the generic name of Folk-Lore (originally suggested by an anonymous writer 
in The Athenaeum of 22nd August 1846). 
44 John Aubrey (1626-1697) was an early "folklorist" whose Ms Remaines ofGentilisme and Judaism 
was Folklore Society Publication No. 4, London, 1881. Selections from his folklore writings had been 
available since before 1839, about which date the early translations of the Brothers Grimm were published 
in English. 
45 The British Folk-Lore Society was founded in 1878. The first contribution on a Malayan topic was an 
anonymous piece titled: "Malay Folk-Lore: Birds", 1887. Hervey, 1888, and Maxwell, 1888, also featured. 
The South African Folk-Lore Society was founded in 1879, and the American Folk-Lore Society in 1888. 
46 Froude, (1870)1999, p. 40, Britain's isolation in the Franco-Prussian war led to strategic concern 
because of industrialisation: "As a class the village population will dwindle away .... [no] nation can long 
remain great which does not possess, or having once possessed has lost, a hardy and abundant peasantrv''. 
He turned to the colonies as the new home of this peasantry. 
47 The Folk-lore Society of Great Britain, established 1878, appointed a series of local secretaries around 
the world to facilitate research. The secretary appointed for China, for example, advertised ("Folk-lore of 
China", JSBRAS, 1885, no 16, pp. 440-442), seeking help with investigations in four areas described as 
"Traditional Narratives", "Traditional Customs", "Superstition, Beliefs and Customs" and "Folk Sayings". 
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Associations between religion and superstition that had been established very early in 
Britain became part of Peninsular scholarship. The popularity of folk-lore (or 
anthropology) as a frame of reference encapsulates the differences between the world 
views of an eighteenth century Marsden and his twentieth century scholar-administrator 
legatees. Although, as described in earlier chapters, the Perso-Arabic contribution to 
European and British mythology had been discussed by British scholars as part of the 
history of English literature, before 1800 the Scots and Welsh were regarded as 
"primitive". By 1898, the arrival in the southern Peninsular states of migrant Malays 
from Sumatra (and elsewhere) could be logged, and their assimilation of the "Sakai" 
people48 and customs was well accepted,49 but this was not so in the north where it was 
believed Malay customs may have prevailed. Collecting and studying Malay folklore and 
languages of the "wild tribes" in northern states opened new perspectives on Peninsular 
history. For exciting new advances linguists, Peninsular ethnologists, anthropologists 
and historians all looked northwards to mainland Asia. 
Marsden and the common weal of scholarship 
After 1783 Marsden made notable contributions through publication,50 association and 
donation to the scholarly "infrastructure" of Oriental studies. Marsden's dictionary and 
his grammar, based on thorough research, embodied a considered identification of three 
main streams in Malay studies. When Marsden was preparing his dictionary he knew and 
corresponded with the foremost British and European philologists and linguists. He had 
built up a collection of manuscripts which included a considerable number in Arabic, 
48 Hale, 1898, p. 44: "I have used the collective term Sakai here, as the Malays commonly do to express 
all the different sections of the Aboriginal tribes, whether true Sakais, Jakuns, Mantras, Semangs or other 
tribes". Hale, 1898, p. 43: " It is well known that the primitive Malays of Sumatra practised exogamy, and -
like all other exogametic [sic] races[- ) inter-tribal marriage was one of the most heavily punished 
offences". 
49 Hale, 1898, pp. 44-45, noted that Malay assimilation of Sakais, etc., and their customs had been well 
documented in Lister's JSBRAS articles on the Protected (Minangkabau) states. Hale explained that in 
1898: "The State of Rem bow is ... still in a transitory state as to customary laws ... in spite of decided 
advances ... the law of marriage is still the law of exogamy as in force amongst savages". 
50 See Appendix III for a list ofMarsden's publications. 
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Persian, Sanskrit and other Indian languages.51 He published philological bibliographies, 
his Malay dictionary, Malay grammar, and Muslim and Hindu chronologies for 
historians "yet unbom".52 Marsden, as a member of the Antiquarian Society and the 
Royal Society,53 was one of a small but lively academy of like-minded London scholars54 
that fostered the growing number of specialist societies.55 
Marsden's later contributions, although quite diversified, came from the wellspring of 
philology. "Oriental studies"56 remained a major focus of Marsden's scholarly life. Since 
British scholars with first hand knowledge of "oriental" languages were in great demand 
he had easy access to the foremost oriental philologists of the day. From his return to 
London in December 1779 until his recruitment to the Admiralty in 1795 Marsden 
actively pursued his Comparison ofLanguages.57 Because he was always seeking new 
languages and dialects, this enterprise kept him at the fore-edge of mainstream philology. 
Marsden established a network of contacts with British and continental scholars, some of 
whom he visited in Paris and many of whom assisted with his project. Despite eventually 
deciding against publication, Marsden remained important in the philological scene and, 
as described in Chapter II, his On the Polynesian ... Languages was published in 
response to French demand. Apart from his catalogue, his work published before the 
Napoleonic War belonged to Indology. This branch of "modern" Oriental studies was 
joined after 1800 by Sinology. Marsden furthered his special interest in Tartar, Indo-
51 Described by Dennison Ross, 1922, pp. 513-538. 
52 Marsden, 1790, pp. 560-584, and Marsden, 1788, pp. 414-432, in which Marsden, 1788, p. 423, noted: 
"From the year 1700 to the conclusion of the twentieth century, for the convenience of historians yet 
unborn, the commencement of each year of the Hejera is ascertained". 
53 The Royal Society's Philosophical Transactions for scientific work and the more recent Antiquarian 
Society's Archaeo/ogia for historical material. Before the establishment of the Asiatic Society and the 
Royal Asiatic Society Marsden's linguistic material went to Archaeologia and the remainder to the 
Philosophical Transactions. 
54 The range of his projects, planned and achieved, was discussed in the Introduction to this thesis. 
55 See list ofMarsden's memberships of societies in Appendix II. 
56 Nevertheless, "comparison of languages" was still being used in the late 1840s by Prichard, 
( 1848) 1996, p. 226. "Philology" acquired its restricted sense of linguistics amongst language specialists in 
the 19th century. OED Online, 2nd edn, 1989, quotes from J. Lyons, Theoretical linguistics, 1968, V. I, 
p. 22: "The term 'comparative philology', which I shall use to refer to this period of linguistics [sc. the 
nineteenth century]". 
57 Marsden, 1811, p. 200: "To render [the "Remarks" paper's] comparison of languages more extensive, 
and, if possible, to bring all those spoken throughout the world, into one point of view, is an object of 
which I have never lost sight, but my hopes of completing such a work are by no means sanguine". 
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Chinese and Chinese languages58 when he visited European Orientalists and philologists, 
a practice he resumed after the Napoleonic War when researching Travels of Marco 
Polo, his contribution to Sinology. Many prominent continental philologists visited 
London, then home to authorities on Sanskrit (his friend Charles Wilkins), Malay 
(Marsden) and Chinese (the Stauntons59 and, periodically, Robert Morrison). Wilhelm 
von Humboldt was in London as ambassador representing the King of Prussia; Franz 
Bopp visited to learn Sanskrit, as did Wilhelm Schlegel.6° Conversely when Marsden and 
Morrison visited Paris they were feted by French scholars for whom, it seems, philology 
came first and their language specialty second.61 
Marsden's Malayan dictionary and grammar combined his practical Sumatran 
experience62 with his philological studies. The grammar's introduction covers the subject 
matter of both volumes. While aimed at the same audience as his 1811 History, these 
volumes show-case his Arabic and Sanskrit research.63 Marsden assumed those 
endeavouring to learn the "living language" would use his volumes in conjunction with a 
munsyi, or Malay teacher, but since his dictionary only included words that could be 
found in Malay writings, its terms were written, rather than spoken Malay. The 
grammar' s "Praxis" contained short extracts from eleven letters from Malayan rulers or 
traders and a much larger section of passages extracted from Malay literary and religious 
58 Marsden, 1796b, pp. 104-105, "Chinese, Tunkinese, Japonese", pp. 145-46: "Tatarian dialects". 
59 As noted in the Introduction Sir George L. (the elder) (173 7-180 l) and Sir George T. (I 781-1859) the 
younger were both Marsden's friends. Sir George T. was the Sinologist. 
60 Schwab, (1950)1984, p. 179. 
61 Morrison, 1839, V. ii, pp. 282-83, in a letter to G.T. Staunton, June 14, 1824: "The Baron [von 
Humboldt] came also to Remusat's the evening I dined with him, and in company of Klaproth, and an 
English lady who was invited, made up a very pleasant party to talk about Chinese, excepting when the 
Baron ran off at considerable length on his favourite topic". Schwab, (1950) 1984, p. 179, notes: 
"Humboldt was not free of the psychological interest in discovering in each language "the very nature of 
the psychic activity of the people"". 
62 Marsden, 1838, p. 15: "It was, at the same time, by studying the written character, and exercising 
myself in the perusal of epistolary correspondence, in the first instance, and afterwards of regular 
compositions (for the most part either religious and legal tracts or heroic romances), that I laid the 
foundation of that degree of knowledge which enabled me after my return to England, to publish a 
Grammar and Dictionary of the Language". 
63 Hastings, 1929, pp. 640-41, discussing Wellesley's plan for cadet education and importance of 
teaching oral skills. 
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works.64 As noted in the Introduction, Marsden had read many Malay manuscripts for his 
dictionary. The grammar's literary selections, intended for practice, were not translated.65 
The sya 'ir and pantun complemented his section "Of versification" and are examples of 
Malay creativity.66 Malay versions of Hindu literature, including extracts from the 
Ramayana6; that Marsden formerly dismissed as "romances", had acquired antiquarian 
interest. Islamic theological extracts provided examples of Arabic influences but, unlike 
the Indian religious texts, Islamic texts had been studied in Europe for generations. 
Marsden's work on derivations or etymological sources of Malay terms owed much to 
his comparative philology. His Dictionary, the first scholarly dictionary of Malay,68 
became the scholarly standard and on these terms has never been eclipsed. Its only rival 
in terms of its attention to derivation of words has been Favre's Dictionnaire Malais-
Fram;ais, 1875. Marsden used Arabic and Sanskrit scripts, and indicated mainland Asian 
or European (Arabic, Persian, Sanskrit, Tamil, Portuguese69) and occasionally Oceanic 
origins.70 His philological analysis of the Malay language noted three developmental 
stages, Polynesian,71 Arabic72 and Sanskrit. Marsden's "Remarks" paper had outlined the 
64 Marsden, 1812b, pp. 137-157, were the letters; pp. 157-220, were the Malayan versions of Hindu and 
Islamic works; pp. 221-225 were extracts from the I 758 Dutch Jawi version of the Bible. 
65 He appreciated their merits but regarded them as imitations (or even parodies) of foreign models. 
Marsden, l 796a( 1804 ), p. 222: "However flimsy [the plot] ... it gives scope to the display of a lively and 
fertile imagination, much delicate imagery, and pathetic expression of sentiment ... the machinery of the 
Ramayana is interwoven with the story". 
66 Included was the earliest translation of Syair Ken Tambuhan, which Braginsky, 2004, p. 506ff, 
suggests was probably composed in the 18th century in Palembang, based on the Panji stories. 
67 Presumably from the seventeenth century Malacca version (Archbishop Laud's copy) held by the 
Bodleian, and, published JSBRAS, 1915-17, nos. 70-71. 
68 Marsden, l 812b, p. xxxviii, remarked that despite much scholarly work by the Dutch, they had not 
produced "a good Dictionary ... formed from the genuine writings of the natives, and expressed either in 
the proper character, or in such consistent European orthography as might prove an adequate substitute". 
69 Logan, I 847e, p. 38, although referring to the shortcomings of even the "best dictionaries", noted: "that 
of Marsden, for instance, omitting a considerable portion of the language, and, although abounding in 
idiomatic expressions for the most part faithfully rendered, yet being very far from containing a sufficient 
collection for those who cannot refer to Malayan literati''. 
70 Marsden, 1812a, p. 226, ''pa-patil, a carpenter's tool, employed either as an adze or a hatchet, by 
turning the head or blade, which is fastened to the handle by rattan work; the patu-patu of the South Sea 
Islands"; (see also Marsden, 1812a, p. 209, patil, a carpenter' s tool (adze) refers to the pa-patil entry. 
7 1 The underlying philological assumption in Marsden's work was that other words had a Malayo-
Polynesian origin in "Hither" Polynesia. 
72 Marsden, 1812b, p. xxxiii: "the Malayan, in its primitive state, a dialect of the Polynesian, and 
subsequently, but at a very remote and an unknown period, enriched by an accession of Sanskrit words, 
[was] destined in times comparatively modern, to experience a further change in consequence of a great 
religious innovation ... the spreading of the doctrine of the koran". 
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Malay language's Malayo-Polynesian heritage and his History the Arabic heritage. His 
Grammar elaborated and refined ideas on Hindu-Buddhist influences traced in his 1796 
article, but with the authority of the Dictionary behind him. 
Foreshadowing the Wild Tribes 
Marsden's Sumatra perspective profoundly influenced the course of Malay studies, not 
because Sumatra was the original Malay homeland, but because it enabled Marsden to 
relate Malays to their broader Malayo-Polynesian context. As discussed in chapter III, 
the 1783 History, written in the context of his "Remarks" paper, was a relativist work, in 
sympathy with the discourse that, during the years of Pacific exploration, had yet to 
make pejorative differentiations between "primitive" and "civilised". By 1811 primitive 
peoples were disparaged, and no longer qualified to be called "nations". The 
commendatory sense of "national character", now refined to cover "mental and moral 
characteristics", 73 was restricted to "civilised" nations and while notions of "national 
character" based on certain physical and moral qualities persisted in common parlance 
they were rapidly becoming stereotypes.74 Marsden's delineation of differences between 
inclusive and exclusive definitions of "Malay" was now understood in terms that 
presaged "racial" categories emerging during the later nineteenth century.75 
In the short term, the broader focus of Marsden's 1834 work on Malayo-Polynesian 
languages and languages of the "wild tribes" was continued by his successors,76 but in 
the longer term, after museums were founded in the Federated states, the focus narrowed 
to "wild tribes" who gradually became the preserve of linguistic scholars and 
73 Darwin, (1871)1875, pp. 127ff, devoted a chapter to the emotional and mental characteristics of men. 
74 Darwin, (1871)1875, p. 42: "There is apparently much truth in the belief that the wonderful progress of 
the United States, as well as the character of the people, are the results of natural selection; for the more 
energetic, restless, and courageous men from all parts of Europe have emigrated during the last ten or 
twelve generations, and have there succeeded best". 
75 Benjamin, 2002, note 2 p. 58, concerning the loose use of"Malay" is very reminiscent ofMarsden's 
objections. Benjamin writes: "A current academic fashion refers to almost everything in the Malayo-
Polynesian-speaking world as "Malay". This is as misleading as it would be to refer to ... the Vietnamese 
as "Mons" because they speak a Mon-Khmer language". 
76 Logan, 1849, p. 637ff: "the language spoken by an unlettered people tells us better than anything else 
would what their mental character and state of civilisation is, how far they are allied to other nations and 
tribes, and where they originated". 
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government scientists. The desire to find an "untouched" tribe was to be a significant 
lure to expatriates working in Malay Lands and particularly the Peninsula.77 
Arabic influences 
Marsden dealt with the question of the "improvement" Arabic influences had wrought in 
the language quite shortly in his Grammar. During his formative years the West had 
come to appreciate the debt it owed to "Arabian learning'', to quote this chapter' s 
epigraph and as described in Chapters I and II.78 In Sumatra Marsden had observed that 
Malays and the Malay language benefited from its civilising influence (which would 
have been far more obvious in Sumatra than on the Peninsula). Marsden had argued in 
the 1 783 and 1811 Histories that Arabic and Islam were the sources of improvements in 
the Malay language and civilisation which separated Malays from "other Sumatrans". 
This result was not a newly discovered phenomenon, but had already been noted by 
Richardson in respect ofHindi.79 Marsden had literary evidence of the way Arab 
influence travelled to Malays through Aceh. He also had observed a living tradition of 
reverence for their Islamic religious teachers, "the Arabian missionaries by whom they 
were converted", as described in his definition of"keramat".80 Although casual Arab 
traders had frequented the Archipelago from around the ninth century, Marsden rejected 
77 Wilkinson, (1932) 1971, p. 21: "By me and by others much time has been spent in trying to find some 
one of these communities that retained its more ancient language. No such community was to be found. 
However primitive in his culture, however shy of strangers, however far removed from modem Malay 
influence, the Orang Laut or Biduanda tribesman invariably speaks Malay". 
78 Because Richardson and others had suggested that Persian influence had come through Arabian 
literature, Marsden had no reason to suspect an Indian source for Islam. 
79 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. viii, Arab traders: "opened likewise numberless channels for the introduction 
and incorporation of this great Mohammedan language; and gave it, in time, such an universal currency in 
Hindostan, that not only two thirds of the Persian, now in general use there, is pure Arabic; but a half 
perhaps, of the Hindostan or Moors is Arabic and Persian: in the Malay, they also both abound; and they 
appear even to have found a place in the vulgar Nagree and Bengaf'. 
80 Marsden, l812a, p. 255: "K-r-a-m-t Keramat or kramat, Ar. venerable, dignified; liberal, munificent; 
holy ground; ancient burying places where certain revered personages (particularly the Arabian 
missionaries by whom they were converted) have been interred", although Wilkinson and others in the 
Peninsula held that Islamic influences came there through India. The concept of Keramat has continued to 
attract scholarly attention in the Peninsula from W .E. Maxwell and Swettenham on; see Mohd Taib 
Osman, I 989, pp. xx-xxii, 1 l 6ff. 
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suggestions of any significant Arab influence being transmitted by traders until the 
advent of Islam. 81 
Peninsula-based scholars, who, like Marsden, give great credit to Muslim influences on 
Malay culture have usually used linguistic evidence82 and have endorsed Marsden's later 
suggestions on Arabic influence.83 Marsden cited the Annals of Achin to date the 
beginning of a Muslim dynasty in Aceh. He possessed Acehnese religious texts written 
in Malay, and Arabic texts with Malay commentaries. These were found in widely 
scattered Malay speaking communities. To Marsden it seemed obvious Islam and the 
Arabic language came to the Malays through Arab contact with Aceh: 
The effects produced by the introduction of this religion amongst the Malays, 
were similar to those which took place in Persia and many other countries where 
it had prevailed.84 
He drew attention to the "copious introduction"85 of new terms86 which he regarded as so 
"profuse" that Arabic terms constituted "the bulk of the language". Although his 
Dictionary included considerable numbers of these terms, clearly he expected serious 
students to use an Arabic dictionary such as Richardson's (recently revised by Wilkins) 
to complement his Dictionary of the Malayan Language.87 
81 Marsden, 1811, p. 343, gave credence to Marco Polo who stated that the people of"Java minor ... 
were addicted to the Mahometan law, which they learned from Saracon [sic] [i.e. Arabian or Syrian] 
merchants". 
82 Azyurnadi Azra, 2004, p. 3, writes of the role of Malay-Indonesian students in the 17th and 18th 
century transmission of Islam who: "Having studied in the Haramayn with its leading scholars, most of 
them returned to the archipelago, and thus became essential transmitters of the Islamic tradition in the 
centres oflslamic learning in the Middle East to the Malay-Indonesian world". 
83 Azyumadi Azra, 2004, pp. 79-86, emphasises the pivotal role of Aceh in the Arab transmission of 
Islam via Haramayn trained teachers. Braginsky, 2004, p. 709, notes that certain literary works: "followed 
in the wake of Islam as they spread in Sumatra: Aceh -> Minangkabau - > south Sumatra". 
84 Marsden, 1812b, p. xxxiv. Cf. Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. v: "the [conquest by the] Arabians proved a 
radical subversion of every characteristic circumstance which distinguishes nation from nation. The 
ancient government of the Persians was overturned, their religion proscribed; their Jaws trampled upon ... 
while their language [was] ... almost overwhelmed by an inundation of Arabic words; which, from that 
period, religion, authority, and faction, incorporated with their idiom". 
85 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. iv: "When we compare the modem Persian with the idiom during the 
Sassanian dynasty, we observe it now only enriched by copious introduction of Arabic words; yet still 
retaining every characteristic feature which it possessed before the Moharnrnedan conquest". 
86 Marsden, 1812b, pp. xxxiv-xxxv: "The use of Arabic character superseded that of the ancient mode of 
writing, and the language became exposed to an inundation of new tenns, for the most part theological, 
metaphysical, legal and ceremonial, the knowledge of which is indispensable to those who have to study 
the koran and its commentaries". Cf. Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. v, quoted in footnote above. 
87 Marsden, I 812b, p. xxxv-xxxvi: "The learner therefore is not to be surprised at failing to trace in the 
Dictionary many Arabic words which he will fmd in manuscripts. Those occurring most frequently have 
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"Traces" of Hindu-Buddhist influences 
Shortly after Marsden's 1783 History appeared scholarly and philological attention 
turned from the archipelago and the Pacific towards India88 where: 
the richer and more important mine of Sanskrit learning had been opened by the 
labours of Wilkins and of Jones. To this the attention of persons who took an 
interest in Oriental studies was almost exclusively directed. 89 
Activities between 1770 and 1785 which Cohn argues laid the foundation for 
"Orientalism" 90 were largely officially inspired and funded.91 With the 1784 creation of 
the Asiatic Society of Bengal and especially after the publication of its first volume of 
Asiatick Researches in 1788, Indology began to acquire a scholarly rather than a political 
persona. 92 Although Malay scholarship came within the ambit of the Society's definition 
of Asia,93 studies of mainland Asia known as Indology and Sinology were primarily, if 
not exclusively, "about the ' civilised' rather than about the 'primitive' ".94 Since 
relativist philosophies continued to permeate scholarship these changes in emphasis 
resulted in Marsden viewing things Malay from the perspective of this new Indian 
knowledge. Marsden's contributions to Indology came by way of his philological 
been inserted, but to have carried this to the full extent would have been to incorporate the bulk of the 
language and to encroach on the province of an Arabic lexicon". 
88 Schwab, (1950)1984, p. 51, gives a chronology of publication dates for key Indian texts. 
89 Marsden, l 834a, p. l. 
90 Although Cohn, 1996, p. 26, is willing to credit "scholarly curiosity" as the motivation for learning 
Sanskrit, he notes, p. 21, that: "The knowledge which this small group of British officials sought to control 
was to be the instrumentality through which they were to issue commands and collect ever-increasing 
amounts of information". While this may have been the corporate effect, the individuals were concerned 
more with scholarship than policy. Cohn appears to overlook the individual interest in astronomy, 
mathematics and science, where the Indian knowledge was being garnered to improve European 
knowledge, rather than to manipulate Indian knowledge. 
91 Cohn, 1996, pp. 20-21: "The years 1770-1785 may be looked upon as the formative period during 
which the British successfully began the program of appropriating Indian languages to serve as a crucial 
component of their construction of the system of rule ... the production of these texts ... began the 
establishment of discursive formation, defined epistemological space, created a discourse (Orientalism), 
and had the effect of converting Indian forms of knowledge into European objects". 
92 Jones, (J 788a) J 979, p. x, the Society aimed to: "correct the geography of Asia by new observations 
and discoveries ... trace the annals, and even traditions of those nations, who from time to time have 
peopled or desolated it ... bring to light their various forms of government, with their institutions civil and 
religions; ... examine their improvements and methods in arithmetic and geometry, in trigonometry, 
mensuration, mechanics, optics, astronomy, and general physics; their systems of morality, grammar, 
rhetoric, and dialectic; their skill in chirurgery and medicine, and their advancement, ... in anatomy and 
chemistry ... add researches into their agriculture, manufactures and trade; ... inquire into their music, 
agriculture, painting ... and those inferior arts, by which the comforts of social life ... are improved". 
93 Jones, ( l 788a) 1979, pp. x-ix. It included insular Asia. 
94 Inden, (I 990)2000, p. 3 7, quoted in above footnote. 
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studies. 95 His first published scholarship concerning India was "Observations on the 
Language of the People commonly called Gypsies" (1785).96 It was commonly believed 
that this language was related to Coptic.97 Marsden discovered during the course of his 
comparative language researches that the language had affinities with Hindi98 and a 
number of other Indian languages.99 In presenting his paper Marsden emphasised both 
links to India and the Gypsies' ancient heritage. 100 
The "antiquarian" theme recurred in his paper "On the Era of the Mahometans, called the 
Hejera" (1788) and in "On the Chronology of the Hindoos" (1790). Chronology was 
important for astronomy as well as for the history and religion of the "primitive [i.e. pre-
Classical] world". 101 Richardson's Dissertation had challenged the accepted 
chronologies, principally those of Sir Isaac Newton'02 and Jacob Bryant, both of which 
privileged Greek over indigenous sources: 
95 Marsden, (I 796)1804, p. 217: "My acquaintance with the language of the latter people [the Malays], 
together with some attention paid to dialects of India in general, have enabled me to observe, that the 
Malayan is indebted to the Sanscrit for a considerable number of terms". 
96 It may seem surprising that Marsden's perceiving the Indian origin of the Gypsies was not sooner 
followed by a similar perception concerning the Malays, but it should be borne in mind that a number of 
years were spent gathering data concerning the language of the Gypsies and presumably Marsden 
expended similar care on his I 796 paper. 
97 Marsden, 1785, p. 384. 
98 Marsden, 1785, pp. 384-385: "In the course ofresearches which I have had occasion to pursue on the 
subject of language, I observed that Ludolfus, in his History of Ethiopia, makes mention, incidentally, of 
the Cingari vel Errones Nubiani, and gives a specimen of words which he had collected from these 
peoples on his travels, with a view to determining their origin ... I was surprised to find many of the words 
contained in the specimen familiar to my eye, and pointed out to Sir Joseph Banks (in the latter end of 
1783) their evident correspondence with terms in the Hindostanic, or as it is vulgarly termed in India, the 
Moors language." 
99 Jones, (1794) 1979, p. 7, in 1791 also reported evidence of the Indian origin of the Gypsies, without 
reference to Marsden's primacy. The belief in the Egyptian connection apparently still flourished, and 
Marsden's findings have recently been confirmed through DNA by work done at the University of Western 
Australia; see Smith, 2004, p. 34. 
'
00 Marsden, 1785, p. 385: "It will be acknowledged as no uninteresting subject of speculation, that tribes 
wandering through the mountains of Nubia, or the plains of Romania, have been conserved for centuries in 
a dialect precisely similar to that spoken at this day by obscure, despised, and wretched people in 
England". 
101 Jones, (l 794b) 1979, Asiatic Researches, V. 3, p. 293: "If the festivals of the old Greeks, Romans, 
Persians, Egyptians, and Goths, could be arranged with exactness in the same form with these Indian 
Tables, there would be found, I am persuaded, a striking resemblance among them; and an attentive 
comparison of them all, might throw great light on the religion, and perhaps, on the history, of the 
primitive world. 
102 Pope, 1956, p. 190. The poet Warburton states that Sir Isaac Newton reformed Grecian Chronology 
"on those two sublime conceptions: the difference between the reigns of kings and the generation of men; 
and the position of the colures of the equinoxes and solstices at the time of the Argonautic expedition". 
Richardson suggested the Argonauts could be mythical figures. 
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But, where the annals of one nation are tortured into co-incidence with the 
imaginary eras of another; where mighty details are given, the traces of which 
cannot be discovered in the countries most eminently interested ... Such 
narratives should acquire no authority ... [even though] transmitted by the most 
celebrated of ancient writers. 103 
Although Marsden commented on the "fabulous" in genealogies and accounts of early 
dynasties so discovered, 104 he emphasised the antiquity of Hindu knowledge and people 
and expectations of "considerable discoveries in regard to the scientific attainments of 
this ancient and celebrated people". 105 Other scholars followed his lead and further 
papers on chronologies appeared. 106 Marsden's long-term interest in chronology dictated 
his last major scholarly project: the compilation of Numismata Orientalia lllustrata. 
Marsden's 1796 article, "On the traces of the Hindu Language and Literature extant 
among the Malays'', signalled a significant cultural discovery. It was a major 
contribution to the philological history of the Malay language that transformed his 
opinion of Malay literature and, as discussed below, gave Peninsular scholarship its 
major direction. Identifying Sanskrit as a component of the Malay language linked 
Malay with the family of languages that included European and Classical languages. 
Marsden saw Indian elements as evidence of cultural transmission, not of origins. In 
1796 he had apparently found evidence ofindian influence in Malay Literature: 
The marks of cultivation by which the Malayan 107 is distinguished from his ruder 
neighbours, are to be attributed, in my opinion, to the effects of an early 
103 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. 43. 
104 Marsden, 1790, p. 561: "The portion of their literary stores which we have had opportunity to examine 
is comparatively small. Perseverance may discover annals, more or less ancient, whose present obscurity is 
perhaps occasioned by that very circumstance which constitutes their real value - the want of the 
miraculous." 
105 Marsden, 1790, p. 560. 
106 Cavendish, 1792, pp. 383-399. Henry Cavendish published a paper, "On the Civil Year of the 
Hindoos". Jones, (l 792a)l 979, gave a paper "On the Chronology of the Hindus" in January 1788. Two 
other papers on Indian chronology were published in Asiatic Researches, (1794) 1979, V. 3. The paper by 
Samuel Davis, (1794)1979, p. 209, was aimed at correcting some ofMarsden's findings:" being in many 
particulars deficient, and in some erroneous". · 
107 
"The Malayan" equates with the Malay language (as discussed in Chapter II); see Marsden, 
1796(1804), p. 218: "The Malayan is a branch or dialect of the wide extended language prevailing 
throughout the islands ofthe archipelago to which it gives its name,* and those of the South Sea, 
comprehending between Madagascar on the one side and Easter Island on the other, both inclusive, the 
space of full two hundred degrees of longitude". The footnote * p. 218 reads: "The Malay Archipelago 
may be understood to comprehend the Sunda, Philippine, and Molucca I.slands, in the maritime parts of 
which the Malayan is used as a lingua franc a". 
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connexion that must have subsisted between the inhabitants of this eastern 
peninsula and those of the continent of India. 108 
These new insights, as noted above, bore fruit in his Dictionary and Grammar. By 1811 
Marsden was aware that the generality of the Malayo-Polynesian nations of the Eastern 
Archipelago (or Hither Polynesia) had contact with ancient Indian influences, but since 
the Malays were his focus this was of only theoretical interest. 109 Although Marsden, like 
Jones, recognised Hindu elements in Sumatran languages and particularly in the legal 
vocabulary, his view of Sumatran (and Malay) peoples and their manners and customs 
remained unchanged. 110 He emphasied Sanskrit's "thorough" assimilation into the 
vernacular tongue111 and by implication Indian civilisation would be similarly well 
assimilated. Chapter 10 of his 1811 History would indicate links between Sanskrit and 
the Sumatran (and other "Hither Polynesian") languages and scripts. 112 In 1796 Marsden 
clearly found Malay literary references to Hindu mythology as arresting as and perhaps 
more significant than linguistic evidence. He emphasised Malay knowledge of Hindu 
"manners" and their literary canon113 and appealed for scholars to search for the originals 
in the Peninsula and Minangkabau. 114 
Paradoxically, when Marsden reorganised his Minangkabau chapter for the 1811 History 
on antiquarian lines to reflect the Malays' Sumatran origins he subtracted much of his 
108 Marsden, 1796(1804), p. 219. 
109 As noted in Chapter II , Marsden discussed the linguistic aspects of the Indian links in his On the 
Polynesian ... Languages, 1834. 
110 Marsden, 1796(1804), p. 220, "A spirit of foreign conquest, and still more a zeal for the propaganda 
of their religious tenets, appear incompatible with the genius of the Hindu system, excepting among the 
disciples ofBoodh; but I have never discovered in the Malayan customs or opinions any traces of the 
peculiar institutions of that extraordinary sect". 
111 Marsden, 1796(1804 ), p. 220: "Sanscrit words ... at the same time so familiar to the Malays, and so 
thoroughly incorporated into their vernacular tongue, that their foreign origin is never suspected ... being 
divested of their proper dress, and are clothed in common with those originally Malayan ... and are more 
assimilated with the rest of the language [than Arabic words]''. 
112 Marsden, 1811, p. 201: "The Sanskrit scholar will ... perceive in several of them an analogy to the 
rhythmical arrangement, terminating with a nasal, which distinguishes the alphabet of that ancient 
language, whose influence is known to have been extensive in this quarter". The same points were made in 
more detail in concerning the Rejang in Marsden, (1796) 1804, pp. 221-222. 
113 Marsden, 1796(1804), p. 223: "But the circumstance which has more immediately struck my attention 
and given occasion to these remarks, is that of my having met with frequent allusion in their writings to the 
most celebrated works of the Hindu mythological poets ... [and] acquaintance with Hindu literature and 
manners". 
114 Marsden, 1796(1804), p. 223. He concluded his exhortation saying: "we may confidently hope that no 
region of Oriental literature will be left unexplored". 
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material on the "origins" of Sumatran Malays. As explained in Chapter III, because he 
used Malay traditional narrative texts his new chapter also dealt with Peninsular Malay 
history. To compensate, Marsden included a substantial philological discussion in his 
Grammar that covered both old and new ground. Although the practical part of his 
Grammar caters for beginning students, 115 the introduction was clearly addressed to 
serious students and scholars. It was thirty years since the "Remarks" paper had 
appeared, and the Grammar offered an appropriate opportunity to update his philological 
theories and to refute critics. Although he had originally suggested a Gujarat origin for 
the Sanskrit influence, he now made bolder claims. While Marsden conceded that further 
words would have been communicated through later commercial intercourse, 116 he 
maintained that besides the "nature of the words" such a pure form of Sanskrit as is 
preserved in the Malay language indicated an ancient origin. He was able to state that the 
Sanskrit words: 
are not confined to the names of things, but more usually express moral feelings, 
intellectual qualities, or ideas connected with mythology. 117 
He suggested that Sumatra, Java and Bali at least had been colonial possessions of a 
great Indian empire. He rejected Leyden's suggestions118 that Sanskrit words had come 
through Tamil or other Indian languages or dialects, the terms being "stamped with the 
mark of the purest Sanskrit, free from the corruptions of its provincial dialects" .119 
Marsden enjoyed Malay romances 120 but only valued them because they indicated that 
115 Marsden, 1812b, p. i. Marsden's Grammar was: "offered to the notice of the public, and more 
especially of those persons whose duty calls them to the Eastern limits of the British empire". 
116 Marsden, 1812b, p. xxv, and Marsden, 18 I 2b, p. xx.xi: "The strongest argument however against the 
probability of commerce having exerted so powerful an influence and produced an effect so extensive, is to 
be drawn from the nature of the words themselves". 
117 Marsden, 1812b, p. xxxi. 
118 Leyden, 1808, pp. 170-171: "The Bengali language itself, corrupted in pronunciation, as it certainly is 
might have been more safely adopted, as the medium for the introduction of Sanserif vocables into 
Malayu. Many Sanserif words that are in current use in Bengali, likewise occur in Malayu, with almost the 
very same pronunciation .... [the Malayu] language seems to have received the most considerable 
modifications ... [from] the ancient kingdom ofKalinga. Here I am again under the necessity of differing 
from Marsden's opinion ... the Malavu Language contains a great number of words that are Tamil, 
Malayalam and Telinga; though neither Sanserit, Hinduvi, nor Guzeraf; and a variety that are only to be 
found in Te/inga, the vernacular language of the Kalinga Desa". 
119 Marsden, 1812b, p. xxv. 
120 Marsden did not rate "romance" highly. See Marsden, 1838, footnote p. 149 where Marsden said that 
Pinto: "appears to have been stimulated to publish a romantic, though plausible, detail of his adventures, 
composed without any regard to correctness or fidelity, from a vague and imperfect recollection of 
circumstances, dates and places, assisted by a fertile imagination, that led him into exaggerated and 
marvellous descriptions ... to give popularity to his work". 
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"the most celebrated works of the Hindu mythological poets, especially the Mahabharat 
[sic] and Ramayan [sic] were known" in the archipelago. He explained that Malay 
writers wove in references to these stories and "Malay princes [who] are like Rama, 
attended in their wars by apes of extraordinary endowments".121 Marsden's call for 
research into Malay literature had its first response in the Gleaner which between 1818 
and 1820 ran selected translations of Malay narratives. 122 
Tartar Connection 
Marsden' s "Remarks" theories and his comparison of languages project brought him 
connections with Sinologists including the two Stauntons and through them Marsden 
would have met Morrison ( 1782-1834)123 who belonged to the same philological circle. 124 
After Sir George T. Staunton returned from Macao he corresponded with Morrison, 
sending news including word of Marsden' s forthcoming Travels of Marco Polo ( 1818), 
"an interesting work connected with Chinese history''. 125 Morrison' s Chinese-English 
Dictionary was published between 1815 and 1823 after which he was much in demand 
among Oriental specialists and when in Europe he met the then "greats" in the field. He, 
like Marsden, was an expatriate expert. The Anglo-Chinese College, Melaka, whose 
main focus was Chinese studies also, as discussed in the Introduction, fostered Malay 
studies. Staunton became a significant patron126 of the mission'sjoumal, 121 The Jndo-
Chinese Gleaner, edited by Milne and funded by Morrison. 128 Besides being circulated to 
missionaries and missionary societies in Europe and the United States, the Gleaner was 
121 Marsden, 1796, p. 222. 
122 Carroll, J 999a, pp. 165-166. 
123 Morrison had many other contacts with Marsden's friends, including Raffles and Remusat. 
124 In 1816, for example, Charles Wilkins (Marsden's friend, contemporary and father-in-law) was a 
source ofinfonnation concerning Morrison' s dictionary, see Morrison, 1839, V. i, p. 468. 
125 Morrison, 1839, V. i, p. 523, quoted in full in the Introduction to this thesis. 
126 Morrison, 1839, V. ii, p. 298. 
127 Morrison, 1839, V. i, p. 538. The Anglo-Chinese Mission's parent body, the London Missionary 
Society, had rejected the Gleaner as a "missionary" journal because: " the publication is somewhat too 
general in its nature, to be distinctly sanctioned by the Society" . The Gleaner's title page notes that it was 
published at "Malacca. Printed at the Anglo-Chinese Press". The press and original type fonts had been 
purchased with Morrison's own funds. The journal was advertised as "containing Miscellaneous 
Communications on the Literature, History, Philosophy, Mythology, etc. of the Indo-Chinese Nations, 
drawn chiefly from the Native languages, Christian miscellanies, and General news." 
128 See Carroll, I 999a, pp. 149-154. 
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sold in London to raise funds and attract the interest of wealthy patrons and scholars. 129 
Although a modest publication, the Gleaner became a recognised forum for scholarly 
commentary giving writers access to a specialist European audience. 130 Marsden took the 
Mission Press publications, a number of which were listed in his Bibliotheca. 
Traditionally, spoken languages, whether European or Asian, were studied in universities 
using text-based methods developed for ancient languages and oral skills were ignored. 131 
Besides dominance of the Classics, 132 other factors relevant to establishing Asian Studies 
in universities were their insistence on Christian values, 133 and consequent restrictions 
placed on research. 134 "Living" language skills were only valued among government 
servants and those engaged in commerce. "Living" or spoken languages were classed as 
"non-cognitive" studies. Haileybury was, between 1805 and 185 8, the only British 
institution offering tuition in modern Asian languages, but neither Chinese nor Malay 
was taught. Both were regarded as languages best learned in-country: Chinese because it 
was so difficult, 135 Malay because it was so easy. 136 
129 Buckley, 1902, p. 467: "such works as the Malacca Gleaner, fonnerly published in Malacca, had 
missionary purposes for their chief end; and any notices of neighbouring countries, or their inhabitants, 
languages, &c., were made subsidiary to their main design''. Morrison, 1839, V. ii, p. 500: "[The Indo-
Chinese Gleaner] gained considerable celebrity among the literati of Europe, and was the means of 
obtaining for the Anglo Chinese College the patronage of a British nobleman, who augmented its funds by 
a gift of 1500 pounds, besides sending a collection of valuable books for the college library". 
13
° For example, Alquis, 1820, pp. 337-338: "Remarks on M. Remusat's translation of the Chung Yung" 
(by Milne?), 1821, pp. 24-30: "Review ofRemusat's Cambodia" (a review ofRemusat's French 
translation of"A Description ofthe Kingdom ofCamodia", 1814, Paris). 
131 Posner, 2000, p. 413, modern languages at Oxford University: "were seen as smacking of opportunism 
and dilettantism, and more important, as a potential threat to the hallowed dominance of Greek and Latin. 
The powerful conservative opposition to modern linguistic studies is a recurrent theme". 
132 Ashley-Smith, 1954, p. 70, notes that even in the eighteenth century Latin, for a number of subjects, 
remained the medium of instruction in many universities and academies in England and Scotland. 
133 Hinchcliff, 2000, p. 103, commenting on the Third International Congress of the History of Religions 
that met at Oxford, September 1908: "This appears to have provided the opportunity for an exchange of 
ideas between anthropologists, archaeologists, philologists, Orientalists, and theologians: theology was 
ceasing to be a protected discipline". 
134 Hinchcliff, 2000, pp. I 02-03, quotes Professor Max Muller, who in 1893, found it necessary to argue: 
"that a properly historical theology ought to concern itself with all sacred writings of what ever religion". 
135 Morrison, 1839, V. i, p. 269: "But if[an English speaker] go to Chinese, he finds no letter -nothing to 
communicate sounds - no similarity, the method is radically different, and not one word like what he has 
known before; and when he knows the pronunciation of words and sentences, the sound does not at all 
direct to the character for which it is the sign of the same idea. ff my statement be correct, it will appear 
that the Chinese is more difficult than any of the European languages". 
136 Crawfurd, 1820, V. ii, p. 41: "The Malay language is remarkably simple in its grammatical fonn"; p. 
57: "The great defect of this language for composition, its simplicity of structure, is the very quality to 
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In 1805 Robert Morrison, unlike G.L. Staunton in 1790, 137 located a Chinese speaker in 
England from whom to learn the language. 138 Morrison voiced his hope that Europeans 
would be encouraged to take up the study of an Asian language, particularly Chinese139: 
Cannot a few persons be spared to study Chinese, which is the language of jive 
nations, and contains thousands of volumes of original literature?140 
Morrison in 1819 (writing pseudonymously) in a criticism of Captain Basil Hall's 
account of the Loo-Choos (Ryukyu islands) emphasised the importance of verifying 
European accounts with existing indigenous records. 141 Morrison highlighted Hall's 
repeated mention of "the want of a respectable person who understood Chinese", 
writing: 
I hope the Christian Philanthropists of Europe will see the importance of 
encouraging attention to this language. I do not magnify its importance; nor do 
we preach up to European Literati, a Chinese crusade; but I do say, that every 
nation in Europe who aspires to general knowledge, ought to have a few persons 
qualified to read a language which has existed since before Homer wrote, and 
which is now employed by one fourth of our species. 142 
Despite Staunton' s account of public apathy towards China, 143 Morrison formed a large 
collection of Chinese books which he took to London intending to present them to a 
which it chiefly owes its currency among foreigners". See also Banks, 1963, V. i, p. 49-50, and V. ii, p. 
325 on his command of Tahitian. 
137 In Britain in the 1790s there were no competent Chinese interpreters or translators. Staunton, 1797, V. 
i, p. 38: "One office more was still vacant, which was as necessary, as it was difficult to fill up; that of 
Chinese interpreter and translator. No man, capable of that employment, then existed throughout the 
British dominions". France was apparently in a similar state. Staunton travelled across Europe to Italy 
before finding a Chinese speaker who still recalled his own language, let alone was prepared to accompany 
the Embassy. Staunton, 1797, V. i, pp. 40-41. (Macartney could converse with them in Latin and Italian 
see Staunton, 1797, V. i, p.41.) 
138 Morrison, 1839, V. i, pp. 76-78, 81, 103. Morrison had begun learning Chinese by living for sixteen 
months with the sole Chinese resident of London, Yong Sam-Tak. See also Harrison, 1979, p. 2. 
139 Haileybury did not include the Chinese Language in its curriculum, and at this time there was no 
formal university study of modem languages. Morrison was, therefore, among the first to advocate Asian 
Studies in London. 
140 Morrison, 1839, V. i, pp. 518-9. His motives were: "I wish that Christian scholars of Europe ... would 
study the languages of the East, for the sake of transfusing science and religion into them". 
141 Amicus, 1819, p. 4: "Want of sufficient time and means to ascertain the character of a people, is a 
difficulty that all European voyagers, who first visit any foreign country Jabour under: and it is their 
common failing, that without sufficient time and means to know it, they venture to pronounce the character 
of a people, and thus communicate, without intentionally telling any untruths, erroneous impressions to the 
nations of Europe". 
142 Amicus, 1819, p. 11. 
143 Morrison, 1839, V. i, pp. 522-23 (letter from G.T. Staunton): "It is really almost throwing away time 
to attempt to inform the public on the subject of China. I do not intend, however, by any means to abandon 
the subject of Chinese literature entirely; and since I have occupied my present residence, I have devoted 
one room in it wholly to books and papers connected with China, where I hope at a future day to find 
leisure to return occasionally to my former pursuits". 
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university willing to teach Chinese. 144 Early initiatives to teach "living" oriental 
languages in London on an institutional basis were inspired by missionaries. 145 These 
first steps on the road to the foundation of the London School of Oriental and African 
Studies (SOAS) affirmed the superiority of locally acquired knowledge. 
The Oriental Institution, Leicester Square ( 1818-1826), 146 was founded by John Gilchrist 
when he returned from Calcutta. Morrison had already been collaborating with Raffles in 
unsuccessful attempts to establish an institution in Singapore to teach Chinese, Malay 
and other regional languages. 147 In 1825 with Staunton's help Morrison established The 
Language Institution, City of London ( 1825-1828), and persuaded the London 
Missionary Society to open his collection as a Library. Since Haileybury made no such 
provision, it was probably the only British institution then teaching Chinese as a "living" 
language.148 These institutions were closed down in anticipation of the creation of the 
' 
University College, London, 149 a Dissenter institution, which in 1828 offered the first 
university courses in modern languages. 15° King's College (an Anglican establishment) 
founded in 1828 also offered oriental language tuition. There, in 1833, Felix V. Seddon, 
Professor of Oriental Languages, gave his inaugural lecture on "The Languages and 
Literature of Asia". Its publication may have inspired Marsden to donate his library. 151 In 
144 Morrison, 1839, V. ii, p. 253: "[Morrison] proposed offering this library as a gift to either of the then 
existing universities, on condition of their instituting a professorship of the Chinese language, for the 
instruction of individuals desirous of studying it, for religious or other purposes". It was only through 
Staunton's efforts that the collection valued at £2,000 was allowed in free of duty. 
145 Morrison, 1839, V. i, pp. 518-19: "How preposterous it is, that a living language, one ofthe oldest in 
the world, and known by one-third of our species, should be entirely neglected in England and in Scotland, 
and that among all sects and parties, both religionists and scholars!" 
146 Arnold, 1908, p. 45, (Reay Inquiry). The Oriental Institution, Leicester Square, survived from 1818 
until 1826. It was set up by John Gilchrist (who had resigned from the Fort William College) with East 
India Company support to teach Hindustani to its medical officers. 
147 Morrison, 1839, p. 232, to Staunton: "Sir Stamford Raffles is to be in England in the summer of 1824, 
and I hope you will unite with us in pleading the cause of the Chinese and Malay Colleges". 
148 The Language Institution taught Chinese, Sanskrit and Bengali. 
149 Bellot, 1929, pp. 20-21. David Bogue of the Gosport Academy (which prepared men for the overseas 
(Dissenting) mission, made his first proposal for a dissenting university in 1812, which he renewed in 
1824. Carroll, 1999a, p. 157. The majority of LMS recruits for the Mission at Melaka, including Robert 
Morrison, trained at Gosport. 
150 Bellot, 1929, pp. 42-43: Gilchrist had apparently offered his services gratuitously, and he was 
appointed to the chair of Hindustani. Bellot, 1929, pp. 44-45. European languages included Spanish, 
German, French and Italian (all staffed by refugees). 
151 Heamshaw, 1929, p. 110, notes the gift was made in 1835. 
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183 7, Staunton was instrumental in ensuring that Morrison's wishes were at last carried 
out, and University College set up a chair of Chinese as a condition for receiving 
Morrison's collection. 152 These two collections were in 1916 to form the backbone of the 
SOAS Library. The failure of Chinese language teaching in the Peninsula was perhaps 
prophetic. After the Gleaner, articles on the Chinese in scholarly journals of the region 
were few. 
In 1823, a year after The Gleaner ceased, Staunton provided leadership in another area of 
Asian studies being, with H.T. Colebrook, 153 a chief sponsor of the Royal Asiatic Society 
(RAS). Marsden, whose own efforts to do the same had failed, was a founding Council 
member. 154 The new society accepted Colebrook's recommendation that its charter 
should adopt: 
views analogous to those for which the parent Society of Bengal was instituted . 
. . . [Thus] nothing .. .is foreign to our inquiry, within the local limits, which we 
have prescribed to it. iss 
Thus the RAS embraced both arts and sciences. Interchange of ideas was the primary 
aim for London societies, and publication of their transactions was intermittent. The 
main emphasis was on meetings where men returned from the East could mingle with 
scholars and former colleagues. Although a regular RAS journal was not instituted until 
1834, its journal replaced Asiatic Researches as the principal specialist English-language 
journal. From 1823, the RAS together with its branches, which from 1829 included the 
152 Harrison, 1979, p. 190, states that Kidd was "professor of Chinese language and literature, University 
College London, 1837-42"; Bellot, 1929, p. 119, notes the chair was filled by Samuel Kidd, fonnerly of 
the LMS Mission, Melaka; Bellot, 1929, p. 353, records that the chair was vacant from Kidd 's death in 
1843 until 1873, when H. F. Holt was appointed. 
153 Beckingham, 1979, p.1: Colebrook had been President of the Bengal Society (1806-1815). 
154 Marsden, 1838, footnote p. 155, in a letter to Sir George T. Staunton, 9/1//1823: "From Mr. Wilkins I 
have heard of a meeting at Mr. Colebrooke 's (this day), for the purpose of discussing the plan of a society 
in London, similar to the Soc. Asiatique of Paris. I endeavoured to effect it fifteen or twenty years ago, and 
renewed the attempt upon Mr. Colebrooke' s coming to England, but without encouragement to proceed .. . 
I heartily wish success to the design. It comes, however, with a bad grace, following the lead of the 
French, instead of setting the example. The fact is, that although we possess great advantages rrom our 
Indian possessions, the French literary men are more industrious, and make literature their business, 
whereas those amongst us who are best qualified to give information will scarcely condescend to write". 
155 Beckingham, 1979, pp. 2-3. Colebrook expanded the "local limits" to include "Austral Asia ... a 
second Asiatic continent" in "The charter "for the investigation of subjects connected with and for the 
encouragement of science, literature and the arts in relation to Asia", dated 11 August I 824". 
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Bengal Society, 156 provided British orientalists with a voice. 157 Otherwise, except for 
material appropriate for commercial publication or during the years 184 7-1862 when 
Logan's Journal of the Indian Archipelago and Eastern Asia was available, newspapers 
were the only local forum for the scholar-administrators. 
Peninsular Journals after 1847 
Although in some senses Logan carried on from the Gleaner, 158 there was evidence of 
incipient Sinophobia. 159 When the Straits Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society changed its 
name to Malayan Branch in 1923, although its aims and objects were unchanged, it 
attracted a higher proportion of Chinese members160 IAEA and its successors pursued the 
scholarly direction indicated by Marsden's scholarship on Malayo-Polynesian, Islamic 
and, particularly as indicated in his 1796 article, Hindu-Buddhist influences. Folklore 
integrated with philological and linguistic studies revealed new and rewarding data. 
156 Beckingham, 1979, p. 15. Affiliation between the Asiatic Society of Bengal and the RAS was arranged 
in 1829, although as the original society it retained its own fonn of name. "Like many of its progeny, but 
unlike the Society in London, it has kept the wide range of interest [i.e. science] which it had from its 
foundation". 
157 Beckingham, 1979, p. 3, notes Societe Asiatique was founded in 1822 and the American Oriental 
Society in 1842 and the Gennan society in 1845. 
158 IAEA reprinted some of the Gleaner articles (for example: "Chinese Divorce", 1854, !AEA, V. 8, p. 
420; "Superstitions and Customs of the Chinese'', 1858 [i.e. 1857], JAEA, New Series, V. 2, pp. 349-363), 
but had few items of Chinese interest or authorship. After the death of Pickering, who contributed a two 
part article on "Chinese Secret Societies", JSBRAS, No. 1, 1878 and No. 3, 1879, except for items on 
Chinese street names (of practical and public order concern) there was little until after the 1922 change in 
name. 
159 Logan, 1847, p. 20: "Unfortunately the Chinese. who are so rapidly spreading, can only conupt and 
debase the natives. Living but for gain and merely physical enjoyment, and pursuing these objectives with 
a combination of the most mature patience, laboriousness and duplicity, craft and often fraud, which is the 
more dangerous from the easy, open and plausible manner ... supplanting or weakening native 
governments". 
160 
"The Rules of the Straits Asiatic Society" (published in JSBRAS No 9 for 1882, pp. xix-xxii) states: 
"2. The Objects of the Society shall be: a. The investigation of subjects connected with the Straits of 
Malacca and the neighbouring countries". The Rules as published in the 1916 Journal show rule 2 (a) as 
"The increase and diffusion of knowledge concerning British Malaya and the surrounding countries". By 
1920, the Annual Report (JSBRAS, No. 83, p. ix), described the scope of the Society thus: "Our field of 
work is wide. It embraces the Malay Peninsula and neighbouring Malayan countries. Many interesting tales 
of travel therein, their history, their peoples, geographical, zoological, botanical, geological peculiarities 
remain to be told". At the dinner following the 1921 Annual Meeting, Winstedt referred to the Governor's 
(Sir Laurence Guillemard's) interest in "Malay matters" and Mr. Nutt congratulated the Society "on being 
in fact, ifnot actually in title, a Malayan Scientific Society". The Society's objects remained unchanged 
after the name was changed to Malayan Branch in 1923. (See for example "Rules", V. 6, 1928, p. xxxiii). 
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Besides disseminating information about the region,161 the early journals were 
endeavouring to overcome isolation and slow communications between Europe and the 
East. Later journals had ambitious plans for keeping up with research world-wide and 
acting as a kind of clearing-house.162 The cult of the expert, evident in Marsden and 
Raffles's writings, and perpetuated in the Gleaner, was intensified in succeeding 
Peninsular joumals.163 Colonising as a civilising mission is a well recognised cliche, but 
it was not a monolithic process. It was differently interpreted in different periods, even in 
the comparatively short period of British influence. Idealists like Milne and Logan164 
assumed that local peoples would be assimilated into European society. The Peninsula in 
the early nineteenth century lacked all the facilities deemed essential to an enlightened 
society. It was: 
a country where no public Institutions for promoting literature are founded; where 
no societies exist for promoting knowledge; where the use and advantages of the 
press are unknown. 165 
For missionaries as well as administrators, language acquisition was a two edged sword. 
They wished to extract accurate data they could assess for themselves in order to 
understand "manners and culture" before deciding how best to educate the people in 
European knowledge, political systems or religious beliefs. Logan had even more 
161 Logan, 1847a, p. i: "The first [object] is, to present as many papers as possible that are either original 
or new to the English reader. The second is, to make the Journal a work ofreference on all subjects 
connected with the Archipelago". 
162 Logan, l 847a, p. ii, stated that the IAEA intended to: "keep all our Eastern readers and contributors 
informed of every important accession made to our knowledge of the field". 
163 There were three major English language journals published in the Peninsula between the years 1817 
and 1941. These journals are the Inda-Chinese Gleaner ( 1817-1822), referred to as the Gleaner, the 
Journal of the Indian Archipelago and Eastern Asia (or IAEA) (1847-1863) and the Journal of the Straits 
Settlements Branch (or JSBRAS) 1878-1922, later Malayan Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society (or 
JMBRAS), 1923-1941. There was also a single issue of the Journal of Eastern Asia edited by the curator of 
the Raffles Museum which appeared in 1875. In the India Office Library Card Catalogue at the British 
Library, this volume is catalogued as part of JSBRAS. To these should be added the Noctes Orienta/es, 
being a selection of essays read before the Straits Philosophical Society, 1893-1910, published in 1913. 
Members of this latter society appear to be a sub-set of SBRAS. 
164 For example: Logan, l 847b, p. 245, wanted to convert the "wild tribes" to Clrristianity: "This people 
[the Binua] appears to me to have such paramount claims to the exertions of our influence on their behalf, 
fust to free them from the oppressive thraldom in which they are kept by the Malays, and to ameliorate 
them by christianity [sic] and education". 
165 Gleaner, 1819, V. 2, p. 210: "In a country where no public Institutions for promoting literature are 
founded; where no societies exist for promoting knowledge; where the use and advantages of the press are 
unknown; and where reciting a forrnulary of religion in an unknown tongue, is considered the essence of 
learning, what can we expect, but ignorance and superstition. The whole of the education which the Malays 
receive at school, consists of learning to recite the Koran in the Arabic, and sometimes learning to write; 
but neither arithmetic, nor any other branch of common knowledge, necessary for transacting business, is 
taught". 
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ambitious plans. IAEA was to serve as a kind of clearing house or central recording point 
for all knowledge on the area. 166 These encyclopaedic aims were also pursued by SBRAS 
and especially by W.E. Maxwell when he was SBRAS secretary and journal editor. 
Missionary attitudes were persistent and compatible,167 but after 1874 the administrators 
were no longer interested in assimilation; they appeared more interested in preserving 
Malay culture. The "territorial imperative" began to operate and pro-Malay feelings were 
activated. Identifying the Sanskrit and Arabic sources of Malay terms and emphasising 
links with the west Asian mainland were two themes that persisted from 1785 to pre-
World War II in Malay scholarship. Peninsular scholars were also to be deeply divided 
over the extent of Arabian contributions to Malay culture. The nomenclature problem 
that Marsden thought solved with "Polynesia" continued. Logan introduced 
"Indonesian'', 168 which was to be adopted by anthropological and linguistic scholars. It 
had the advantage over Marsden's "Hither Polynesia" of "burying" Pacific connections. 
By 1878, the Malayo-Polynesian vein had been virtually exhausted as far as Peninsular 
scholars were concerned, and had entered the realms of received knowledge. Thereafter 
it might seem that Marsden's Malayo-Polynesian theories were more influential with the 
Dutch. Nevertheless Winstedt in 1917 was still explaining why Malayan was not an 
equivalent term. 169 
166 Logan, 1847a, pp. i-ii, including not only "the papers of contributors'', but also "foreign publications 
in the Archipelago" [Dutch items from Batavianjournals] and: "papers of interest relating to this region ... 
sometimes published on the continent of Europe, and [which] remain unknown to English readers" as well 
as republishing "papers that may have had a limited or an entirely local circulation" [such as those he 
reprinted from the Gleaner and local newspapers, and give] notice of works and papers on the Archipelago 
and Eastern Asia published in England and America". 
167 Hose, 1878, p. 8: "I expect there is as much difference in the ideas of religion held by a Mussulman of 
the West and an average Malay, as between those held by Mr Spurgeon and the Pope of Rome. There 
could hardly be a more interesting study, than that of the special developments of Islam that are to be met 
with among the Malay race, both as to religious belief and moral practice." 
168 Logan, 1850, footnote p. 254: "The name Indian Archipelago is too long to admit of being used in an 
adjective or in an ethnographical form. Mr Earl suggests the ethnographic term Indonesians but rejects it in 
favour of Malayunesians [sic], (ante p. 71) .. .I prefer the purely geographical term Indonesia, which is 
merely a shorter synonym for the Indian Islands or the Indian Archipelago". 
169 Winstedt, l 917d, p. 70: "For anthropologists, ' Indonesian' denotes a particular physical strain; for the 
student oflanguage, it denotes the western division of the great Austronesian (or Malayo-Polynesian or 
Oceanic) family of speech. 'Indonesian is a term preferrable to 'Malayan' because Achinese or Javanese or 
Tagalog are no more Malay than Spanish or Italian". 
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Romanization 
In the eighteenth century, phonetics was a science of the future. 170 The orthography for 
the romanized Malay in Marsden's 1783 History is idiosyncratic (and inconsistent), and 
although problems were remedied for the Dictionary and later publications, it was 
1834171 before Marsden' s system for Malay and related languages was published. 172 
Romanisation systems pioneered by early journals were subject to long debates. Jones, as 
founding editor of Asiatic Researches, had offered a transliteration system for 
contributors to thatjournal. 173 While J.R. Logan (1819-1869) recommended Jones' 
orthography system to IAEA contributors in 184 7 it had long been subject to criticism, 174 
to which Logan added. 175 In 1848 Crawfurd offered a relatively elaborate system for the 
Malay language. 176 A standard form of Romanization for British Malaya was adopted 
relatively early. 177 In 1878 a Straits Settlement government committee had selected an 
official transliteration system. 178 By 1882 Maxwell, now JSBRAS' s editor, offered an 
170 OED Online 2nd edn, 1989. The first use of"Phonology" or the science of vocal sounds is dated 1799. 
"Phonetics" came into use in 1841. 
171 Marsden, l 834b, p. 4: "When possessed, by general acquiescence, of an alphabet formed on such 
principles, the people of all those countries (not now confined to Europe) which we denominate 'civilized', 
will no longer be at a loss to understand each other's mode of rendering exotic characters into Roman, nor 
consequently to apply similar as well as appropriate letters to the names that present themselves to Eastern 
history and geography, now scarcely to be recognized in the writings of English, French, Spanish, Dutch, 
and other authors". 
172 Marsden, l 834b, footnote p. 2: "I may be permitted to observe that the following system of 
orthography (differing essentially from that of the college of Calcutta, under the influence of the learned Dr 
J Gilchrist) is nearly what I made use of in the composition of the Malayan Grammar and Dictionary 
published in 1812, and which has since been sanctioned by the adoption of some eminent philologists". 
173 Jones, l 788b, pp. xii-xiv, offered a single system that used diacritics and pairs of letters to represent 
some sounds/characters. 
174 Logan, I 847e, footnote p. 38, regarding Jones' system: "It may not be the best: but unless we consent 
to adopt a common system, we shall never understand each another, and errors of pronunciation will 
continue to be multiplied as they have hitherto been ... most orientalists have followed it; and as no one 
has a better right to legislate on the subject, we would earnestly recommend all contributors to this Journal 
to submit to his rules, even when not entirely approving of them". 
175 Logan, 1849b, pp. 212ff, also criticised Wilkins', Bopp's, Crawfurd's and Marsden's systems. 
176 Crawfurd, 1848, p. 564 ff., offered his system because Jones's system was too ambitious, and because 
a single sound was often represented by two letters. "Every language, or at least every class of language 
requires, in my opinion, a system for itself, and ifthe native alphabet assumed as a basis be comprehensive 
and correct, that is, have an unvarying character for every sound in the language, and such character is 
represented by an unvarying Roman letter, the task is at once accomplished". 
177 In India, by 1834 a single and agreed system had become necessary for the production of maps and 
other government documents, especially material compiled in one dialect to be transliterated into another 
dialect; see HTP[rincep ], 1834, p. 285 ff. 
178 
"Malay and English Spelling", 1878, pp. 45-51. The government appointed committee had been 
requested to standardise the spelling of place names, but extended its brief. The report of the "spelling" 
committee considered Chinese and Malay and noted "Of these, Malay is the most important; first because 
it is the common medium of communication between all the different races; secondly, because the names 
of places throughout the Settlements are Malay; and thirdly, because in the course of political events, 
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alternative because "two distinct subjects - transliteration and pronunciation - are 
confused" .179 There were objections180 to Maxwell's recommendation that the "correct" 181 
Sanskrit (or Arabic) vowel be used. 182 In this Maxwell was, however, following 
Marsden' s dictionary example. JSBRAS was to continue with Maxwell's system up to 
World War II, despite change elsewhere. 183 
Journal of the Indian Archipelago and Eastern Islands (IAEA) 
Although nominally J.R. Logan had other support, he was editor, most prolific 
contributor, and chiefly responsible for IAEA in which his extensive ethnological and 
ethnographic works were published, usually in serial form. As editor (184 7-62) of IAEA, 
Logan's aim was: 
to make the Journal a work ofreference on all subjects connected with the 
Archipelago ... to keep all our Eastern readers and contributors informed of every 
important accession made to our knowledge in the field from which the J oumal 
takes its gleanings."184 
Both Logan and James Low worked along lines indicated by Marsden. Logan's interests 
were linguistic, identifying linguistic differences between the northern and southern parts 
of the Peninsula 185 that foreshadowed Wilkinson. Logan had a romantic sense of affinity 
with the Malaya-Polynesian in the Malay character and regretted the Hindu and Islamic 
Malay names of persons are likelv to occur in public documents in far larger numbers than Chinese 
names". 
179 Maxwell, 1882, p. 141, explaining the original was "not in accordance with the principles of true 
scholarship". 
180 
"Malay Transliteration", 1882, pp. 282-284. Maxwell, as editor, took the opportunity to comment via a 
series of footnotes. The writer commented that "A good deal of [Maxwell's] paper deals very ably with 
philological questions, which leads him not only beyond the ground covered by our Report, but even 
beyond the principles of his own spelling system [when he suggested the use of sa rather than seas the 
spelling for that prefix]. 
181 See Maxwell, 1882, p. 143 (for discussion of mantri); p. 146 (for discussion of sambilan). (Thus 
Maxwell recommended mantri not mentri, and sambilan for sembilan on the grounds that sa is from satu) 
182 
"Malay Transliteration'', 1882, p. 288 and Maxwell's editorial footnote p. 288 refer to the use of the 
neutral e, which apparently was the common practice. 
183 See, for example, Winstedt's edition of Raffles 18, JMBRAS, 1938, V. 16, Part 3. Wilkinson was a 
major advocate and agent for change; see Stevenson, 1967 and Wilkinson's 1932 dictionary. 
184 Logan, l 847a, pp. i-ii. 
185 Logan, 1851, p. 558: "The most northern of the old Indonesian languages of the Malay Peninsula are 
those of the Simang tribes ofKidah [sic] and Pera'. They are mainly disyllabic like other Asianesian [sic] 
ones, but they have more monosyllables, and a disyllabic tendency may still be detected in the contraction 
of Some Malay words. It may be remarked that the Malay of Kidah exhibits a similar tendency, as well as 
other marks of proximity to the monosyllabic region"; referring to the south, he noted, p. 560: "The 
influence of the ancient Peninsular languages on the Malay has not been great". 
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influences.186 Low was interested in culture and history more than language. His Kedah 
Annals broke new ground. His use of a literary text to provide data on folklore and 
religion, archaeology and anthropology foreshadowed directions that would be followed 
in JSBRAS and JMBRAS. 
Wild Tribes, Antiquarianism and the Malays 
The picture of "wild tribes" as unspoiled, weak and exploited sprang from nineteenth-
century humanitarianism and emerged at the same time as "an aggressive insistence on 
purity" in the blood lines of humans and animals alike. 187 Miscegenation and hybridity 
were regarded with a revulsion epitomised by terms like "mongrel half-breed". Therefore 
evidence of Malay assimilation of Peninsular aborigines was abhorrent. In 1824 little 
was known of the "wild tribes" of the Peninsula and their investigation was 
recommended as a (scientific) investigation that "would amply repay the labours of the 
Philosopher". 188 By 1849 humanitarian priorities were higher on the agenda. 189 Although 
the scientific aspects of discovering a new tribe were regarded as important, it was 
assumed that these noble savages sitting "happy in the ethnic nursery" would soon 
"know the corruption and strife which nations of larger growth have found in 
civilization". 190 
186 Logan, 1847, p. 11: "Amongst the great bulk of the people, the conversion from a semi-Hindu 
condition to that ofMohometanism was merely formal". Logan, 1847, p. 17: "Freed from the repellant 
prejudices and artificial trappings of Hindu and Mohomedan civilization, we see in the man of the 
Archipelago more that is akin than the reverse to the unpolished man of Europe". For Logan Archipelago 
included the Peninsula, see Logan, 1847, p. 18. 
187 Ritvo, 1997,p.105. 
188 Anderson, (1824) 1989, p. xxvii: "This subject has afforded matter of curious and interesting 
speculation to several writers of modem date. Marsden, Leyden, Raffles and Crawfurd have alternatively 
bestowed a slight attention upon it: but it is one which requires more minute investigation, and would 
amply repay the labours of the Philosopher". 
189 
"Malay Amoks'', 1849, p. 466 noted the moral obligations of: "the [British] nation who consider 
themselves under a sacred obligation to ameliorate the moral condition of the natives whom commerce 
makes our neighbours". 
190 Logan, 1847, p. 269. 
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Logan, in his role as ethnologist, followed, but not blindly, in Marsden's linguistic 
footsteps. 191 Logan traced the transmission of the principal line in ethnographic theory as 
originating with Marsden, and passing from Humboldt to Prichard, Logan's near 
contemporary, and Chevalier Bunsen. 192 Logan's aim, like Marsden's, was concerned 
with the origins of man: 
to unlock the general history of the development of man, physically and 
intellectually, and the particular history of the races. 193 
New ideas on race were hardening rapidly. Enlightenment identification of "nations" 
based on language, religion,_ custom and manners had been left far behind. Logan shared 
Marsden' s belief that data on physical characteristics, language and custom were all 
pertinent to ethnographic studies. 194 While Logan wanted to find definite proof for 
linguistic theories on language families (that would support Marsden and disprove 
Crawfurd), he also wanted to discover "the [Archipelago's] ancient history" through the 
languages of its peoples. 195 Logan perceived that in the Peninsula at least there was no 
clear divide between Malays and "wild tribes" and, being strongly influenced by 
geographic factors, he looked on continental Asia as the best source of new data. 1% In 
1850 Logan published a "state-of-the-art" review on ethnology197 in which he noted 
Crawfurd's opinion198 "remains unaffected by the researches of Humboldt" whom Logan 
191 Logan, l 849b, pp. 204-05, was not without criticism, for example: "Mr. Marsden's grammar is chiefly 
defective from this cause, that ... he has neglected the colloquial language"; p. 213, Logan also accused 
Marsden of having "careless orthography" in his dictionary. 
192 Logan, 1850, pp. 252-259, indicated that Crawfurd, Leyden, Ellis, Williams and Hale held differing 
views. In a footnote on p. 253, Logan noted: "Sir Stamford Raffles also embraced Marsden's views, but his 
philological knowledge was too scanty to admit of his being referred to as an independent authority on this 
subject". 
193 Logan, 1849, p. 637. 
194 For example, in Logan, 1848, pp. 233-34: "We already know that the practice of head hunting prevails 
amongst the Kookies to the north east of Chittagong, where it preserves the very form in which we find it 
amongst the Dayak. Its practice of tatooing mav be traced from the same latitude through Bunnah and 
Laos to Borneo and Sumatra, where it prevails among the Batta and the inhabitants of the Poggy islands". 
195 Logan, 1847, pp. 290-91: The primitive people of the Archipelago speak to us in words free from 
Sanskrit and Arabic taint ... how much of the ancient history of the Archipelago has been transmitted to us 
in the language of the Binua and the Berman tribes, will be considered when the vocabularies which I have 
for some time been preparing are published". 
196 Logan, 1848, p. 231: " the investigation of the languages and customs of the mountain and hill tribes of 
the Archipelago and the region between it and Thibet assumed a high and settled importance, which led us 
to hail with satisfaction every addition to our most scanty knowledge of them". 
197 Titled "The Ethnology of the Indian Archipelago: embracing enquiries into the continental relations of 
the Indo-Pacific Islanders". 
198 Logan, 1850, pp. 253-54, was referring to Crawfurd's, 1848, pp. 229-236, article, to which he had 
responded briefly in the same issue. 
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had earlier described as "the greatest of all general philologists". Logan remarked that 
Marsden's and Humboldt's view had been adopted by a number of later philologists, but 
differing views: 
may be considered as still before the public in all their antagonism, for no attempt 
has been made by the advocates of either to modify or reconcile them. I am not 
aware that any Malayan philologist has critically gone over the same ground as 
Humboldt. 
In summary Logan's self-appointed role was, like Humboldt, to continue Marsden's 
work. After a further summary, he renewed his 1848 plea199 for collectors of"wild 
tribes" vocabularies both island and continental.200 Unlike Marsden, Logan was willing 
to make hypotheses concerning the continental origins of the negritos201 and the Malayan 
"families". 202 
Although emphasis on physical characteristics was diminishing,203 Logan maintained that 
"the individual man must be described in his Physiological and Mental Characteristics 
and in his Language". He regarded "ethnic history" as more than language and custom, 
because: 
the physical characters [i.e. characteristics] of a race constitute the race itself. A 
man's identity is independent of his language. 204 
When Logan wrote: "it is difficult to find any proper Malays" he was arguing 
ethnographically: 
199 Logan, 1850, pp. 264-65: "The environment of the race ... ascertained, the individual man must be 
described in his physiological and mental characteristics and in his language" . A more extensive quotation 
from this passage was reprinted in JSBRAS, 1878, No. 1, pp. I 08-109. 
200 Logan, 1850, p. 259: "As this fertility of speculation has arisen chiefly from a barrenness of facts, it is 
obvious that an extension of our data is the true means of removing the subject from the field of 
conjecture, in which every writer claims a license to wanton [sic]". 
201 Logan, 1850, p. 310-11, suggested: "a foreign influence . .. entirely African and lndo-African in its 
character ... embraced the whole Indian Archipelago, Australian and Papuanesia ... it certainly included a 
portion of Micronesia. Along the shores and islands of the Indian Ocean the races to which it must be 
referred appear to have prevailed. Their limits were those of the monsoons. or from Africa to Polynesia". 
202 Logan, 1850, p. 3 11 : "The second of the great insular families is Tibeto-Indian and Mayana-Anam. It 
connects itself with all the races and languages from Tibet to Anam, but it chiefly flowed in through the 
ethnic basin of the Malacca Sea" ; footnote p. 311: "The earliest immigrants were probably in a similar 
state of civilisation to the present less developed tribes of the Tibeto-Anamese region, and had gradually 
spread themselves along the coasts and down the river basins till they passed into the Peninsula, and 
thence, probably after some centuries, into Sumatra". 
203 Logan, 1853, footnote p. 20: "Since Prichard's departure, some English philologists have entered the 
field of ethnology, and begun their labours by depreciating the value of physical comparison. One of them 
goes so far as to ignore its claims altogether and to rest ethnology on language alone". 
204 Logan, 1853, footnote p. 20. 
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The half Binua and half Simang Malays of some parts of the Peninsula cannot 
properly be considered as of the same race with the purer Malays of the Sumatran 
highlands. 
He had no illusions about the exclusivity of royal dynasties.205 Thus research on the 
evolution of the Malay language still raised questions about who was to be considered 
Malay. Although it had been accepted in Marsden's day that Melaka was quintessentially 
Malay and there the language was "purest", Logan indicated Melakans "(i.e. Kling-
Malay, Chinese-Malay, and Binua-Malay)"206 were not "proper" Malays. The drive 
towards a narrow (or racial) definition of Malay begun by Marsden was gaining 
momentum. Logan's ethnic work further reinforced Marsden's contention that Malay 
language and therefore culture was the most "improved" in the region. Logan regarded 
his main task as locating evidence to support and elaborate Marsden's theories. He also 
used Marsden as a guide to relevant scholarship.207 Logan explained that the most 
civilised language in a region could be: 
deluged with new [presumably foreign] words, but that its idiom would be 
preserved, because it belonged to a race influential from civilisation not from 
numbers.208 
This he argued explained the wide diffusion of the Malay language throughout the 
archipelago and beyond. In Peninsular terms this reinforced Malays as pre-eminent and 
confirmed the aboriginal tribes' traditionally inferior position. 
Antiquarianism 
Antiquarianism was a potent tool in the hands of colonials, not all of whom were 
impressed with present conditions.209 Where practical experience or observation needed 
205 Logan, 1853, p. 37; the quotation continues: "while both these short, squat and Mongolian varieties, 
differ extremely from the tall and handsome class found in all the sea ports, and about all the courts of the 
Archipelago, and whose fine eyes and well shaped features betray the presence of Arab or Indian blood". 
206 Logan, 1853, p. 37. 
207 For example, Logan, 1855, pp. 273-75. Logan noted on p. 273: "Randolph Marriot, Report, 1749, 
John Saul, Report, 1750 and 175 I, [and] Thomas Forrest, 1757 ... are found in Dalrymple's "Historical 
relations of the several expeditions to the Islands adjacent to the West Coast of Sumatra" [and] are only 
known to me through the use made of them by Mr. Marsden". Forrest's work was listed in Marsden, 1827, 
p. 33 as "An Historical relation of the several Expeditions from Fort Marlborough to the islands adjacent 
to the West Coast of Sumatra'', London, 4to, ed. 2". 
208 Logan, 1852, p. 684. 
209 Garratt, (1937)1951, p. 411, suggests that Leyden's poetry reflected: "an undercurrent of hostility 
against all Hinduism" and saw India as "a land of ancient decaying pomp and of dark mysteries". Leyden, 
as Raffles (Leyden, 1821, p. [ v]) noted: "espoused the cause of the Malayan race with all the ardour and 
enthusiasm which so peculiarly distinguished his character". 
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to be reconciled with historical, anthropological, or archaeological data "antiquarianism" 
privileged the past over the present. By excavating and recording "original" custom, the 
foreigner became an expert, with superior knowledge of what "should" happen.210 This 
was by 1900 the dominant stream. Thus expatriate European scholars became authorities 
vis a vis both those "at home" and the locally born. While scholar-administrators of the 
later nineteenth century supported Marsden' s claim that the Malay language was the 
most advanced language in its family and therefore ranked the Malays accordingly they 
emphasised, by reference to Malay history and literature, that Malay culture predated 
Islam.211 Paradoxically they were not averse to publication of tulisan Melayu or Jawi 
versions of Malay literary works.21 2 "Traditional" texts published in a Perso-Arabic script 
had intimations of illustrious scholarly connections. In 1847, Logan's new journal began 
printing a limited number of examples of Malay poems (syiar and pantun) in Jawi script. 
James Low (1791-1852)213 may appear to be a scholar in the tradition of Raffles (and 
Crawfurd), but in many ways he had more in common with Leyden.214 His Kedah 
Annals' foundation myth differed from that of Sejarah Melayu and began the process of 
identifying the Siamese states as an important (but distinct) part of the Malay cultural 
world. He was a precursor of the "Pro-Malay" movement in his emphasis on an ancient 
Indian heritage, the significance of folklore, and Malay relations with aboriginal tribes. 
Kedah Annals represented a "literary" version of Malay assimilation with "wild tribes". 
Other significant translations of Malay texts published by Logan included Braddell's 
21° Cohn, 1996, pp. 76-77, on patronage. 
211 Marsden, 1812b, pp. 163- 193, Selections from the Seri Rama; John Leyden's Malay Annals 
published posthumously in 1821; Low's, 1849, Kedah Annals; Braddell's translations of Sejarah Melayu 
inJAEA. 
212 Including Abdullah Munsyi's Sejarah Melayu, Hikayat Abdullah Abdul Kadir, 1843. Maxwell's 
publication in Jawi of transcriptions oforal folk tales in the 1880s, Hikaiat Shamsu '!-Bahrain 1906, 
Hikayat Seri Rama 1910, Hose's Hikayat Saif-al-Yezan 1911, Shellabear's Hikayat Sri Rama 1915, 
Winstedt's Tufat Al Najis, 1932. 
213 Low, an administrator and civil servant at Penang, later became a planter. He had seen service in 
India. Low left Penang for Europe in March 1850, where he died (in Scotland) in May 1852. 
214 Leyden was an early folklore enthusiast and antiquarian. See Hooker, (1821)2001, pp. 4-5, 36-37. For 
Leyden, while the Malays may have offered a more palatable field for his literary (and pecuniary) 
ambitions than India, the Malay Annals, for example, shared much with his Complaynt of Scotland, not 
only because of their near contemporaneity (The Complaynt of Scotland, written 1548), but also for a 
certain literary "innocence". 
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translations of Sejarah Melayu, described in 1878 as a "curious piece of Malayan 
antiquities and history"215 and Hikayat Abdullah Munshi. While Low was not the first to 
accept Malay texts as having historical content, his Kedah Annals was the only attempt 
at archaeological verification. Low realised he would never write his planned history of 
the Malay Peninsula.216 He therefore published his translation of the Malay chronicle, 
Marong Mahawangsa, under the title Kedah Annals with his research in the form of 
footnotes and substantial endnotes.217 In so doing Low appears to have been following 
Marsden's example in his Travels of Marco Polo which he described as "a translation 
with notes or a perpetual commentary".218 The Travels appears to have been one of 
Marsden's works Low used for his notes to Kedah.219 
For over twenty years Low had used the text as a guide to physical features such as forts, 
temples, and rivers mentioned in the text, 220 thus endorsing its accuracy:221 
The present is merely an attempt to throw into shape and order some of the loose 
notes I have already made, during a long sojourn to the Eastward . .. But, from 
their desultory nature, I have thought it advisable to introduce them as 
explanatory commentaries on a translation of some original and hitherto 
untranslated native work.222 
His supplementary material appeared in 1851 . 223 When Low edited the text of Marong 
Mahawangsa he deliberately imposed his own meaning and interpretation. 224 He excised 
215 Hose, 1878, p. 4. 
216 Low, 1849, V. 3, p. 483: "I have not, owing to the causes alluded to, concluded my researches, but 
hope in time to be able to finish them" (for a history like Raffies's). See also Low, (1836), 1972, p. xxi. In 
1849 IAEA also began publishing Lew's four part history, titled "An Account of the Origin and Progress of 
the British Colonies in the Straits of Malacca", (Low, IAEA, V. 3, pp. 599-617, V. 4, pp.11-25, 106-1 18, 
360-379.) 
217 It was published in the IAEA as: "A translation of the Kedah Annals tenned Marong Mahawangsa and 
sketches of the ancient condition of some of the nations of Eastern Asia, with references to the Malays". 
Besides footnotes there were extensive notes at the end of most of the 15 chapters. 
218 Marsden, 1838, pp. 148-149. 
219 Low seemed to regard Marsden's works as standard texts. When Low quoted or referred to Marsden in 
his notes he gave no citation which was contrary to his practice with Leyden, Crawfurd, Sykes, Hamilton, 
etc. 
220 Low acquired a Malay text of Marong Mahawangsa in 1822. 
221 For example, Low, 1849, p. 261: "The outlines of Raja Bersiyong's fort are still to be traced on the 
north bank of the Muda river .... The account ofKota Aur is quite correct". 
222 Low, 1849, p. 2. 
223 Low, 1851, pp. 498-527: "On the ancient connection between Kedah and Siam". This supplemented 
Lew's overall intentions as stated in his introduction to Kedah Annals. Since it was intended as a footnote 
to the "Kedah Annals" the title is Logan's. 
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what was irrelevant to his purpose.225 Low aimed to demonstrate that indigenous texts 
were historically accurate.226 Low regretted an absence of "Pundits as in India"227 to help 
"travellers over the toilsome path of Archaeology", lamenting that: 
My researches have been unavoidably slow from the almost impenetrable state of 
the forests, and from the necessity imposed on me by the mendacious or 
exaggerating propensities of the natives, and the absurd and vexatious jealousy of 
their rulers beyond our frontier.228 
He believed that present inhabitants were direct descendants of the original tribes. 229 
Law's interest in folklore was in true relativist tradition and he compared Malayan with 
European folk beliefs.230 He aimed to trace the sequence and nature of belief systems and 
religions that preceded Islam. Low shared the romanticism of the period, and its love of 
picturesque ruins.23 1 He hoped to find archaeological monuments and evidence of ancient 
civilisations in the Peninsula.232 Thus lines were already drawn between primitive and 
civilised: between archaeology and ethnography (a forerunner of anthropology). The 
224 Low, 1849, pp. 473-474, omitted certain travel accounts: "because it would be wandering from the 
subject of the Kedda (sic) history to follow these two travellers'', but offered a separate translation if the 
countries could be identified "since they might be useful in shewing where idolatry still prevailed". 
225 Low, 1849, p. 2: "tedious exordium by the native compiler, quite foreign to [Low's) subject". 
226 See Bastin, 1989, pp. 3-7, for a discussion of the differences of opinion over the question of whether 
the Malay rulers ofKedah regarded their obligations to Siam as purely token. 
227 Savage, 1984, pp. 312-313: "The most widely held Western view of foreign influence in the region 
was that it was Indian. The western sojourner saw this influence in the predominance of pictorial 
representations of Indian folklore". 
228 Low, 1849, p. 482. 
229 Low 1849, p. 11: "The antiquarian remains which years of research have supplied me, leads me to the 
conclusion that both Hindus and Buddhists had votaries in Keddah for several centuries, while at the same 
time they serve to corroborate the Native Author's assertions". 
23° For example, Low, 1849, p. 16, in his discussion of the symbolism of crows etc., is a precursor of the 
folk-lore movement discussed below; p. 19, on the use of arrows to calm thunderous (monsoonal) skies is 
compared with similar Greek and Celtic custom to calm high seas; pp. 332-333, on the occurrence of the 
chakkra of Vishnu in Scandinavian and Druidical symbols, p. 481: "It is not long since supernatural 
powers were believed in Europe to be acquired by individuals". Although Mohd Taib Osman, 1989, p. 
162, holds that Raffles was also interested in folk-lore, this appears to consist of an interest in "customs 
and unusual things". Logan, I 847b, pp. 263-266, also reported on folklore beliefs and customs, notably 
practices of the Orang Binua and Malays when collecting camphor, including the Camphor Language 
(bassa kapor) to ensure a favourable yield. He merely labelled such folklore as "superstitious ideas". 
Favre, 1849, pp.155-157, recounted his experience of seeing a Malay Raja at Johol perform rituals to cure 
his ill granddaughter. Favre, 1849, p. 155, however, as well as referring to them as superstitious practices 
(p. 157) described them as "one of the most remarkable instances of Malay silliness to be met with". 
231 Low, 1849, p. 17, Ava the capital of Pegu appealed because: "A melancholy air of desolation pervades 
this ruined seat of a once flourishing dynasty. [The great temple of Shui Madu) has lost all the gilding 
which formerly profusely covered it, and now has a pleasingly venerable appearance". 
232 Savage, 1984, pp. 290-291: "The West rediscovered Southeast Asia in the nineteenth century, this 
time not through its mineral and natural resources, but in its peoples -- their customs, traditions, folklore 
and culture ... Indeed so important were such landscape testimonials in Western eyes that the absence of 
them greatly dampened Western respect for local societies". Savage, 1984, p. 294ff, argues that ruins and 
buildings were the most eloquent evidence. 
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interest in the Siamese Malay states evident in Logan's journal was a continuing theme 
inJSBRAS. 
Journal of the Straits Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society 
British penetration of the Peninsula brought increasing interplay between policy 
considerations and general scholarship which at times could produce tension, but in 
general policy and scholarship appear to have been complementary forces. The events of 
1874 (Pangkor Agreement), 1896 (appointment of first Resident-General of the 
Federated Malay States), 1897 (Anglo-Siamese Convention), and 1909 (Treaty 
transferring the Siamese Malay states of Perlis, Kedah, Kelantan and Trengganu to 
Britain)233 each marked significant stages in Peninsular Malay studies that increased 
focus on the Malays.234 A pervasive antiquarianism contributed to creating "Museum 
Malaya". From 1874 to 1895 the main thrust of scholarship was "exploring and 
discovering"; from 1896 to 1909, "preserving and recording" disappearing traditions. 
From 1909 contributions to JSBRAS can be broadly categorised as either scientific or 
literary and historical. Information was being organised by "class" into large works, such 
as on "Malayan Blattidae",235 "A Grammar and Vocabulary of the Dusun Language" or 
"A History of British Malaya, 1824-1867". On paper at least, scholar-administrators 
were creating and educating a "nation". 
The immediate catalyst for founding the Straits Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society was 
the demise of a Singapore government museum journal. The new society was planned as 
a scientific body. 236 For part-time scholars, association had many attractions since: 
233 See Hooker, 2003, pp. 136-37 for sununary information on the inauguration of the Federated and 
Unfederated Malay States. 
234 The peninsular Malay states had no common sense of nationhood or allegiance. The southern states 
recognised their Sumatra origins, but the Malacca Empire no longer exerted even the force of the Empire 
of Minangkabau observed by Marsden. The northern states recognised the suzerain power of Siam. The 
British needed to fill the vacuum and justify [their efforts on behalf of] Malay rule. 
235 Hanitsch, 1915, pp. 7-1 78, "Malay Blattidae" (Cockroaches). Hanitsch, 1915, p. 18: "The Malayan 
region is here taken to include the Malay Peninsula as far as the Isthmus of Kra, Sumatra, Java, Borneo 
and adjacent islands. The Philippines, Celebes, etc. are not included". 
236 Beckingham, 1979, p. 18, records that: "The Malaysian Branch was founded at the Raffles Library in 
Singapore in November 1877 as the Straits Asiatic Society. Its aim was defined as "collecting and 
recording scientific information in the Malay Peninsula and Archipelago". 
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a Society, if it starts with a good stock of vital power, and has a definite end to 
accomplish, 237 may expect to be long-lived.238 
Members were scattered and those in the field were conscious that although much was to 
be done,239 they often "re-invented the wheel".240 Recording and disseminating 
information by publication was a priority.241 Penetration of the hinterland after 1874 
produced a number of desiderata including a map and a Malay-English Dictionary. 
Another "principal object" was "to trace the origin of the various dialects of the Malay 
Peninsula and the Archipelago".242 
Map 
Mapping the Peninsula was a major focus for the new society. Using the IAEA 
geographical contributions as an exemplar individuals were urged to assist in gathering 
information and in 1894 JSBRAS published "Hints" for travellers.243 Often ad hoc 
"trips"244 were undertaken privately specifically to contribute to the map.245 The map was 
not confined to British Territory but was to cover the geographic area defined as the 
Malay Peninsula.246 Prince Dewawongse of Siam and the Sultan of Johore supported the 
project.247 Producing the map remained a central activity until World War I, when it was 
237 Hose, 1878, p. 4: "what is known about South-Eastern Asia only appears small, when compared with 
what remains yet unknown. That residuum is indeed vast, and it is for the purpose of endeavouring to 
diminish it, that the Straits Asiatic Society [the Straits branch of the RAS] has come into existence". 
238 Hose, 1878, p. 10. 
239 The inaugural dissertations for the Bengal and Straits Societies emphasised that there was a great deal 
to be done. Jones, I 788c, p. [vii] - viii: "I could not help remarking, how important and extensive a field 
was yet unexplored, and how many advantages unimproved ... such inquiries and improvements could 
only be made by the united efforts of many". Hose, I 878, p. 10: "I have only mentioned a few of the paths 
along which the Society hopes to go in pursuit of knowledge. There is no doubt about the fact that there is 
plenty of work to be done". 
24° For example in his dictionary proposal Irving, 1878, p. 200, wrote: "I believe ... a very considerable 
mass ofinfonnation indeed has been accumulated ... [and] lies at present scattered in private note-books, 
and if nothing is done to collect and preserve it, the chances are it will be lost". 
241 One of its important projects was the publication of the Journal. 
242 Ferguson, 1883, p. 233. 
243 The "Hints on Reconnaissance for Explorers in Unsurveyed Countries" concluded with a section 
(Great Britain, War Office, 1894, p. 218) entitled: "Any traveller can do useful work whether he can draw 
or not". 
244 Hose, 1878, p. 6: "Every officer in the English colonies, or in the Native States, who is called by duty 
or curiosity to travel beyond the limits of well known and well surveyed districts, has the opportunity of 
adding something to the knowledge of the country which is already possessed" . 
245 For example, Swettenham, 1880, pp. 51- 68, and Swettenham, 1885, pp. 1-37. 
246 The name "Malay Peninsula" described the area south from modem Phuket. 
247 SBRAS, Annual Meeting, 1899, JSBRAS, No. 32: "The New Map was exhibited, and complimentary 
copies were voted for Prince Dewawangse, for his assistance in the matter of Siamese territory, and for 
H.H. the Sultan of Johore for use of the Map of Johore". 
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taken over by government, but long before then the work was done by scientists rather 
than amateurs. 
Tracing Wild Tribes 
After 187 4 validating the legitimacy of Malay rule in the Peninsula248 became an issue 
for the British colonial government,249 but it was complicated by changes in ideas on 
appropriate and humane treatment for Aboriginal tribes. In the late nineteenth century 
British administrators had taken up the theme, promulgated by eighteenth century 
historians, of the feudal and oppressive nature of Malay rule. Enslavement and ill-
treatment of aboriginal tribes were identified as major abuses of power. Malay 
exploitation of "wild tribes" included abducting their women and children to serve as 
slaves. During the 1880s, slavery in the Protected States was a live issue both in the 
Peninsula and in Britain. 250 Maxwell's 1890 article on slavery when dealing with 
insolvent debtors' obligations relies on Marsden' s 1811 History. 251 Maxwell refers to the 
obligation of British officers to relieve victims of "oppression and ill-treatment". 252 
Besides the cogency of issues of equity and justice to the case for abolition, there was the 
question of the status of adat law versus religious law. "Debt-bondage is a native Malay 
custom, and is wholly opposed to Muhammadan Law"253 and was "very generally spread 
among the Malay races of the Archipelago"254 but reputedly religious leaders were 
powerless to stop slavery. The definition of debt-bondage defines the civil status of a 
debt-bondsman and underlines why slaves and bondsmen remained linked: 
A debt-bondsman, although often called hamba (slave), is more correctly termed 
kawan (companion). He is a free man (mardahika) as opposed to a slave ('abdi) 
248 McNair, 1878, pp. 158-159 explained the spread ofrice cultivation in Perak noting that: "The Malays, 
who migrated from Sumatra, became, as they drove back the Aborigines of the interior, accustomed to till 
the ground for cultivation of rice, their staple food". 
249 Questions raised over Kedah 's right to cede the island for the Penang settlement were complicated 
because Kedah acknowledged the suzerain power of the (non-European) ruler of Siam and its government. 
See Anderson, (1824) 1989), pp. 19-30; p. 30, where Anderson questioned the significance of the Golden 
Flowers; and Marks, 1997, pp. 1-12. 
250 Papers on the subject of slavery in the Protected States went before the Imperial Parliament in 1882. 
See Great Britain, Parliament, Command Papers, C 3429. 
251 Maxwell, 1890, p. 250 cites Marsden, 1811, pp. 230-231. This addition to the 1783 History was 
compiled by John Crisp in 1807. 
252 Maxwell, 1890, pp. 250, 253. 
253 Maxwell, 1890, p. 248. 
254 Maxwell, 1890, p. 250. 
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though from his being obliged to serve his creditor in all kinds of menial 
employment, the two conditions are not always readily distinguishable. 255 
This menial employment was presumably personal and therefore domestic service which 
had, from Montesquieu onwards, been regarded as a sign of being "savage" or 
"uncivilised". 
"Traces" of a Hindu-Buddhist heritage were initially regarded, in the Malay Peninsula, 
as peculiarly Malay, setting them apart from the "wild" tribes. Malays' assimilation of 
"wild tribes" was something to be deplored and discouraged, not only on "moral" 
grounds but also for scientific reasons. Such concerns validated British efforts to civilize 
Malays and to "protect" the "wild tribes". Malays were encouraged to adopt sedentary 
agrarian practices which would end their "nomadic" tendencies and reduce opportunities 
for contact; this was an outcome to be encouraged since it was still held that "the 
necessity for constant vigilance [to prevent Malay ill-treatment of the tribespeople] has 
not by any means yet been superseded". The "wild tribes" or aboriginal races of British 
Malaya were regarded as having, in a "Protective" administration, the "foremost claim 
on the consideration of the responsible Govemment".256 Modem "wild tribes" were 
considered the province of scientists and anthropologists and treated almost as museum 
specimens.257 Expectations of finding a tribe "untouched" by previous human contact 
persisted after 1900. Although ancient connections with "wild tribes" were acceptable, 
there was ambivalence about including modern "wild tribes" and negritos in Malay 
studies. A tendency to divorce the "Malay" from his tribal connections was evident in 
JSBRAS by 1900 and in Papers on Malay Subjects. 258 
255 Maxwell, 1890, p. 248. 
256 Skeat, 1906, V. i, p. 524. 
257 Wilkinson, (1923) 1971 , p. 19: "The Peninsula presents us with a historical museum illustrating every 
grade of primitive culture. It gives us the humble negrito who has not yet learnt to till the ground ... it 
gives us the same negrito after he has learnt the rudiments of art and agriculture from his Sakai neighbour 
... it gives us the Sakai who grows simple vegetables ... " . 
258 R.J. Wilkinson's paper on Aboriginal tribes was not included in the series proper, but issued as a 
supplement: Wilkinson, 1910. 
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Logan's exhortations concerning collecting ethnographic data were reprinted in JSBRAS 
for July 1878, headed "The wild tribes of the Malay Peninsula and Archipelago",259 with 
appropriate instructions and an appeal to travellers to assist by compiling comparative 
vocabularies for "Malaya".260 The vocabularies, aggregated261 by the then SBRAS 
Secretary and journal editor, Frank Swettenham, were printed as "Comparative 
Vocabulary of the Wild tribes inhabiting the Malayan Peninsula, [and] Borneo'', in June 
1880. One hundred years after Marsden's "Remarks" paper was presented to Banks, the 
motivations remained the same: to throw light upon "the origin of these peoples, and 
their connection with each other".262 Hugh Clifford responded to Maxwell's suggestion 
that some Malay roots might have been derived from Sakai.263 There were, however, few 
opportunities for district officers to make contact with "wild tribes". They were reduced 
even further as "wild tribes" increasingly fell within the purview of the scientists. Yet the 
scholar-administrators' interest in the languages of the "wild tribes" was to persist. C.O. 
Blagden (1864-1949) was perhaps the true successor to Logan. His 1894 paper on "Early 
Indo-Chinese influence in Malay Peninsula" was one of the first JSBRAS linguistic 
papers to look beyond "Malay Lands".264 He followed a line of research not previously 
investigated, but indicated by Logan, on Mon-Annam antecedents of Peninsular 
aboriginal dialects and established links with the Malayo-Polynesian languages.265 
259 
"The Wild Tribes of the Malay Peninsula and Archipelago'', 1878, pp. 108-110. Skinner, JSBRAS, 
1879, p. xiv: "The Vocabulary of words selected to assist in collecting the Dialects of Wild Tribes has 
been published, and circulated". 
260 Skinner, JSBRAS, 1879, pp. xiv-xv: "After the list of 100 words had been settled, it was translated into 
German, French, Dutch, and Spanish, in the hope of extending the collection of these dialects over as wide 
a portion of Malaya as possible. Eleven dialects have already been collected from the following tribes: 1. 
Ulu Kinta, 2. Chindariong, 3. Kenering, 4. Balau Dyak, 5. Land Dyak, 6. Samoi, 7. Ulu Achin, 8. Pulo 
Nias, 9. Kayan, 10. Punan Malano, 11. Brabetan ... and it is hoped that the dialects of the Sakei or Mintra 
tribes in Selangor may then be added to the list". (Nos 1-3 were labelled "Sakeis ofperak".) 
261 The comparative vocabularies which appeared in JSBRAS Jacked racial descriptions, perhaps because 
a new generation of English philologists gave less weight to such data. 
262 Swettenham, 1880, p. 125. 
263 Maxwell, (1881)1907, p. 4, suggested that some Malay roots may have been derived from Sakai. 
Maxwell's example was based on the word "Tang" for hand. Clifford, 1891, p . 26, wrote: "in no dialect 
that I know does the word "Tang" occur meaning a "hand". This being so there is much evidence to prove 
that at the time the Malays first penetrated into the peninsula and other Malay countries, they spoke a 
language which ... did not differ appreciably from the Malay of today". 
264 In 1882 John Dodd had written on the "Probable origins of the Hill Tribes ofFormosa" in JSBRAS, 
(Nos. 9, pp. 69-84, and 10, pp. I 95-212.) 
265 Winstedt, 1917d, p. 70: "Of late years, the great Austronesian [Malayo-Polynesian] family has been 
linked definitively with an Austroasiatic family, which embraces a number of languages of India and Indo-
China, such as Munda, Khasi, Mon-Khmer, Nicobarese and Sakai". 
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Although Blagden's major contribution was to be the decipherment of Old Mon, he 
deplored scholars who treated Malay as the archetypal Malayo-Polynesian language.266 
In 1894 Blagden considered that "wild tribes" would contribute to "elucidation of the 
origin of the Malay race" which for administrator-scholars would put a more alluring 
complexion on his plea for collection of more data.267 The languages and dialects in 
Blagden's comparative vocabulary:268 
extend[ ed] from the tropic of Cancer to the neighbourhood of the equator over 
some fifteen degrees of longitude.269 
Here was the latitudinal dimension Marsden foreshadowed in his "Remarks" paper. 
Blagden also discussed evidence of possible affinities between aboriginal dialects.210 He, 
like his predecessors, highlighted difficulties in working with linguistic data whose 
compilers had omitted "a careful description of [the tribe's] physical characteristics" 
smce: 
The names "Semang" and "Sakai" are conventional terms and have no fixed 
ethnological meaning. "Semang" in Malay (according to Favre) merely means 
"debt-slave" and "Sakai" "servant'', "dependent". 
Blagden made similar comments concerning the terms Jakun and Gargasi.271 While there 
were few ethnological studies on the tribes, an IAEA feature, in the Journal this was 
offset by anthropological work recording Malay folk-lore and customs. Thus an upsurge 
266 Winstedt, l 9 l 7d, p. 70, quoted Blagden as follows: "Malay in many ways is not a very typical member 
of the family: its grammar has been much worn down and simplified; and for various other reasons it is 
unfortunate that so many people are tempted to survey the whole Indonesian field, with its luxuriant 
diversity, through the rather distorting lens of a knowledge of Malay alone. There has been a very 
widespread tendency among Malay scholars to regard Malay as the standard or no!l11 of the Indonesian 
family and to attempt to explain differences which they noticed in the other languages as deviations from 
that standard: and that is very far from being a true view". 
267 Blagden, 1894, p. 55-56: "To record and study the rude jargons of jungle tribes is not indeed an 
inviting task, but ... such researches, trifling as they may seem ... are likely to throw a new light on the 
history of the Peninsula and the relations of the races that from time to time have occupied this region 
and to furnish additional data towards the elucidation of the origin of the Malay race". 
268 Blagden, 1894, pp. 27-40. 
269 Blagden, I 894, p. 26. Cf. Marsden, 1796, p. 218, quoted in footnote above, where the spread of 
Malaya-Polynesian is over 200 degrees of longitude. 
270 Blagden, 1894, p. 41 , noted that the resemblances "point to the influence of one common language" 
and that "the fact of several distinct dialects of wild tribes of apparently different stocks bearing the 
impress of one common language is strong evidence that the influence in question was not due to the 
casual intrusion of an uncivilized tribe, but to the circumambient pressure of a race of relatively higher 
culture". 
27 1 Blagden, 1917, p. 42 and footnote p. 42. 
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in pro-Malay civil servants' activities272 complemented growing political "invisibility" of 
"wild tribes".273 This was to some measure offset by Blagden's work revealing linguistic 
evidence suggestive of ancient connections between all the wild tribes and early 
Peninsular Malayo-Polynesians with Mon-Annam influences.274 Elsewhere Blagden 
suggested ancient links with the then Hindu Kingdom of Cham, "the furthest outpost of 
Indian civilization on the Asiatic continent".275 The major work in the field resulted from 
the Cambridge Expedition of 1899-1900. Pagan Races of the Malay Peninsula was 
published in 1906 by Skeat and Blagden. Skeat, the anthropologist, worked on customs 
and Blagden, the linguist, on comparative linguistics. Wilkinson's Aboriginal Tribes 
(1910)276 skilfully continued the association of "wild tribes" with a pre-Islamic (Hindu-
Buddhist) Peninsular history. 
Miscellaneous Papers 
SBRAS addressed the scarcity of research resources in a number of ways, including by 
setting up a library277 (as had the Melaka Missionaries), by publishing bibliographies278 
and two series (1886 and 1887) reprinting significant scholarly papers on the Malay 
Archipelago, a body of material described as being "of manageable bulk". This project, 
first mooted in 1883, and managed by Maxwell, then SBRAS Secretary, was edited by 
Reinhold Rost, the India Office Librarian. There were papers on minerals, zoology and 
other scientific subjects, but most, such as those dealing with inscriptions, inclined 
272 Burns, 1971, p. 2, and footnote p. 2: "pro-Malay" was a tenn used by C.W. Harrison in a letter to 
E.W. Birch, 3 May 1907, when he spoke ofa "pro-Malay campaign". Bums described Harrison as "one 
young enthusiastic British official". 
273 Although miscegenation continued to be an issue, this was mitigated by theories (promulgated by 
Darwin among others and discussed in a footnote below) suggesting that primitive races were destined to 
become extinct. The British policies of"protecting" and segregating the "wild tribes" are discussed in an 
unpublished paper given at the ASAA 2000 Conference, Melbourne, Carroll, 2000, "The changing face of 
the real Malay". 
274 Blagden, 1894, p. 41. 
275 Blagden, 1902, p. 3. 
276 Wilkinson, 1910, pp. 7, 9-57 prefaced the comparative vocabularies for the five aboriginal language 
groups identified with a discussion of physical and cultural characteristics. 
277 The Society's library received Logan's personal library. His son was the first Deputy President for 
Penang. 
278 Bibliographies by Dr. Dennys appeared in the June and December JSBRAS issues, and by C. Davies 
Sherborn annually in JSBRAS, 1890-1894. 
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towards "antiquarianism".279 Rost's second series editorial note emphasises the necessity 
of studying Hinduism in the Archipelago.280 SBRAS's responsibility for "the collection 
and record of scientific information in the Malay Peninsula and Archipelago"281 
accommodated Groeneveldt's paper (later much quoted in JSBRAS)282 as well as both 
Marsden's 1796 "Traces of the Hindu Language" and Leyden's "more varied than 
accurate" 283 1808 "Languages and Literature of the Indo-Chinese Nations'', presumably 
because of the author's "aptitude for comparative languages as a science". Reprinting 
Marsden's paper brought questions of Hindu-Buddhist influences into current discourse, 
particularly as Rost had provided a lengthy footnote listing Maxwell 's Grammar, Dutch 
scholarship and his own. 284 
A Dictionary (and a Grammar) 
The 1875 Perak War revealed a deai:th of civil servants with Malay language skills.285 In 
December 1878, the Hon. J.C. Irving proposed that SBRAS members collaborate in 
compiling a new Malay language dictionary.286 Irving proposed a supplement to 
Marsden's dictionary, a work said to have survived while Crawfurd's was neglected.287 
The proposed dictionary was to be "in the Arabic characters, in which alone the educated 
Malay is accustomed to read his own language" and include examples288 from Malay 
279 For example, Miscellaneous, 1886, papers XVII-XXII. 
280 Rost, 1887, V. i, p. vi: "It is indeed essential to a proper understanding and estimate of the religious 
and social condition of the various and widespread Malayan tribes that the influence which Hindu 
civilization has, in a greater or lesser degree, exerted upon them, as far as possible should be investigated". 
281 Maxwell, 1885, p. v. 
282 W.P. Groeneveldt, "Notes on the Malay Archipelago and Malacca", Miscellaneous Papers relating to 
Inda China, Series 2, V. i, pp. 126-262. 
283 Rost, 1885, p. x. In Leyden's case his influence was undoubtedly undermined by Rest's commenting 
of Leyden's paper: 'The outcome of materials collected in his travels (1804-07) ... certainly shews 
throughout, that in that early stage his oriental erudition was more varied than accurate". 
284 Marsden, (1796)1886, footnote p. 55. 
285 National Archives of Singapore, Despatches to Secretary of State, 918. During the 1875 Perak War 
there was such a shortage of Malay speakers among the European Civil Servants that men on home leave 
were urgently recalled to duty. 
286 Irving, 1878, pp. 199-204. Irving was a member of the Legislative Council. 
287 Irving, 1878, p. 202: "Marsden is in continued requisition by the student, who every time he looks out 
a word adds, not merely a single word to his vocabulary, but some apt expression, some naturally framed 
sentence to his knowledge of the language". 
288 Irving, 1878, p. 202: "But as regards the vast number of words the knowledge of the mere equivalent 
English word helps you a little, unless you are shewn by some apt example how the word is used. How 
important this point is shewn by the different fate ofCrawfurd's Dictionary and that of his predecessor 
Marsden .... [Crawfurd's] stands for the most part unused on the shelf'. Crawfurd's 1852 Dictionary was 
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literature, a feature which had placed Marsden among the best lexicographers. 289 Irving 
pointed out that: 
It will generally be felt that in the ethnological and philological divisions of the 
Society's researches, it is the Malay race, the Malay language, Malay history, 
literature and civilisation, that should hold central and dominant position.290 
Although the need was endorsed, the project lacked practical support.291 Similarly 
proposals to publish English translations of the dictionaries of Favre (Malay-French) and 
Klinkert (Malay-Dutch) foundered.292 From 1783 at least the British believed that the 
"best" Malay was spoken in the Peninsula:293 Crawfurd294 favoured Kedah Malay.295 
Favre's dictionary296 had not been without its critics.297 Dutch dictionaries, although 
based on Marsden's as translated by Elout, had adopted Dutch orthography and 
completely romanized, had no examples of how the words were used, or the different senses. While it 
employs the concept of"roots" it is not consistent, e.g. "Kanaikan" indicated the root was "nayik:' but the 
entry is under "Naik:'. Similarly "Manakit, (sakit)" but there is no entry under sakit. 
289 Richardson, 1777, V. i, p. ii: "Arabic has acquired an uncommon fullness; whilst the luxuriance of 
synonyms, and the equivocal or opposite senses of the same or similar words, have furnished their writers 
with a wonderful power of indulging in the fullest range, their favourite passion for antithesis and quaint 
allusion. Examples of the contrarv senses, in which the same words are received, may be found in almost 
every page of the Dictionary". 
290 Irving, 1878, p. 199. 
291 L.C.B., 1878, "Malay-English Dictionary", JSBRAS, No. 2, pp. 238-239. 
292 L.C.B., 1878, p. 238. He also noted an offer from Favre for an English translation of his dictionary to 
be published at a cost of £1,000 for 500 copies. An announcement by E. J. Brill (booksellers), Leyden, 
JSBRAS, 1884, No. 13, pp. 273-274 ofa proposal to print an English translation ofKlinkert on a 
subscription basis apparently received insufficient support. 
293 Marsden, 1783, p. 163: "The purest or most esteemed Malayan is said, and with great appearance of 
reason, to be spoken at Malacca". Cf. Marsden, 1811 , p. 199, where "esteemed" was replaced by 
"elegant". In 1824 Crawfurd wrote (from Singapore) to Marsden as follows (see Marsden, 1838, footnote 
p. 143): "You have asked whether the Malay spoken on the Peninsula differs from ordinary Malay. Little 
or nothing. The best Malay is embodied and explained in your Dictionary, and all differences are little else 
than local or provincial". 
294 Crawfurd, 1820, V. ii, p. 58: "As far as I can judge, the best Malay is written and spoken in the state of 
Queda, or Keddah. Here, at least, the Malays are most anxious about the purity of their language, and most 
scrupulous in excluding foreign words" . 
295 Maxwell, (1881)1907, p. 2: "Malay ... is probably spoken with greatest purity in the states ofKedah 
and Perak, on the west coast of the Malay Peninsula". 
296 Favre, V. i, p. xxiii, lists the 31 languages cited in the entries. Etymological sources of derivatives use 
non-roman scripts where appropriate, e.g. Arabic, Persian, Sanskrit etc., and Archipelago scripts, including 
Javanese, Rejang, Batak, Bugis, Makassar. Each entry gives Jawi version of phrases (not just of the word 
at beginning of the entry). 
297 L.C.B., 1878, p. 239: "Favre's work, excellent though it is, has some mistakes and deficiencies: 
notably in the botanical information". Teeuw, 1961, p. 19, notes Favre's dictionary: "is virtually unusable 
on account of the order of the letters which he made up ad hoc". In a discussion on Indonesian [i.e. 
Malayo-Polynesian] numerals, R.J .W[ilkinson], 1895, p. 101: "The Abbe Favre, in his Dictionary is guilty 
of two errors in assuming sa "one" to be contracted from suatu, and dua, "two" to be derived from the 
Sanscrit dwi. Suatu, he subsequently admitted to be a corruption of sa-batu, as the Javanese sa-wiji is a 
corruption of sa-bijt'. 
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Archipelagic rather than Peninsular vocabulary.298 These dictionaries had all extended 
Marsden's linguistic work on etymological sources by additional details of archipelagic 
languages.299 Derivations and loan words, with an emphasis on mainland Asian, rather 
than languages of the Archipelago, were regarded as essential attributes of the proposed 
dictionary and were Irving's main concern about his co-operative plan.300 William 
Maxwell (1846-1897) was an important authority in this field . 
There was no expectation that SBRAS would sponsor a new grammar, but Maxwell's 
1881 Manual of the Malay Language, for forty years the principal Malay grammar, 
became an iconic work through which Maxwell was "likely to have exercised his widest 
influence".301 The Manual acknowledged, even if it did not address, Marsden's three 
streams of influence, and stimulated many articles contributed to the Society's journal by 
later scholar-administrators. Although Swettenham, Clifford and other SBRAS members 
published English-Jawi Dictionaries, it was not until 1901-03 that a dictionary with most 
of the desired features appeared (it lacked Jawi versions of the examples, as given in 
Favre).302 Compiled by R.J. Wilkinson (1867-1941),303 it was a collaborative effort with 
which SBRAS members including Skeat304 and Ridley305 assisted, but apart from to 
298 Pijnappel's 1863 dictionary was based on Marsden. It was a revision and update ofElout's 1824 
translation of Marsden. An inspection of the entries indicates derivations were given from at least 22 
languages, including Arabic, Sanskrit, Batak, Balinese, Javanese, Dayak, Persian, T[amil?]. 
299 Crawfurd, 1852, had included derivations from 16 languages: Arabic, Batak, Malay of Batavia, 
"Malay ofBencoolen'', Chinese, Dutch, English, European, Hindi, Lampung, Persian, Portuguese, Rejang, 
Sanskrit, Sunda, Telinga, and indicated words common to Malay and Javanese. 
300 Irving, 1878, p. 203: "whether we have among us the requisite knowledge of Sanskrit, Arabic, and 
other languages required for tracing out the derivations of exotic words which have been incorporated in 
the language, or how if not, our deficiencies ... might best be supplied, would be a point which would 
require careful consideration". 
301 K[ynnersley], 1899, p. xii. The above quotation continues: "he introduces every learner of Malay to a 
scholarly appreciation of Malay style and language, when all the learner's surroundings tend to degrade 
that language in his eyes". 
302 Gullick, 2001, footnote p. 27. There is no mention ofa 1903 edition of the large quarto edition (cited 
in this thesis) which has a Preface dated Lumut, Dindings, 1st January, 1903, but a 1908 edition 
(presumably 8vo) " 'of conveniently small size'" is noted. Wilkinson himselfreferred to updating from 
1903; see Gullick, 2001, p. 37. Wilkinson, 1936, refers on p. 73 to 1902 and p. 85 to 1903 as dates for his 
Dictionary. 
303 This was no pocket edition. It was a prestige publication, being 717 pages in two volumes of full folio 
size, with a very generous use of space as compared with Marsden's one quarto volume. 
304 Wilkinson, 1903, V. i, p. ii, notes: "the work was originally taken up at Mr. W.W. Skeat's suggestion 
and in collaboration with him" . Wilkinson, 1932, p. i, Wilkinson's university friend, Skeat had: "suggested 
early in 1895 that we should join in the compilation of a Malay-English dictionary ... draft word lists were 
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Marsden, its greatest single debt is to Maxwell, whose work on proverbs and romances 
(to be described below) laid much of the ground work. Despite an apparent similarity to 
Marsden's 1812 Dictionary,306 and similar emphasis on legal vocabulary,307 it was 
significantly different. It introduced an emphasis on modern and spoken vocabulary and 
drew extensively on Peninsular proverbs308 as well as rhapsodists' hikayats all of which 
were published in JSBRAS.309 It helped stimulate a renewed interest in folktales. This 
dictionary's derivations reflected the history and usage of Peninsular Malay.310 Although 
the Etymological appendix311 attracted adverse criticism,312 Wilkinson's dictionary 
effectively rendered Marsden's Dictionary redundant for contemporary use. Marsden 
was still consulted by specialists in many fields for traditional literature or 
anthropological research. 313 
sent to Mr. Skeat to be checked in oral discussion with Malays in Selangor". See Gullick, 1988, p. 132, for 
outline of their methods. 
305 Wilkinson, 1903, V. i, (Preface) p. ii [first sequence]; Ridley's (1897, pp. 31-284) "Malay Plant 
Names" and the 1902 update were made available to Wilkinson. He also included Addendum A List of 
Malayan Wild Birds: "This rudimentary list was given me by Mr A. L. Butler, formerly of the Selangor 
Museum. I have since been able to supplement it somewhat; my additions and notes are given in brackets", 
Wilkinson, 1903, V. ii, pp. i-ii; Addendum B Malay Names of Snakes (Dindings), Wilkinson, 1903, V. ii, 
p. iii. 
306 Wilkinson, 1903, p. [i] [second sequence]: "[the dictionary] confines itself to the Malay ofliterature 
and to the colloquial of the two principal dialects spoken in the Straits Settlements". He therefore omitted 
meanings in Marsden that were not in use in the Peninsula, e.g. bimbang as a general word for ceremony 
or feast, giving only bimbang as i. anxious, ii. "to marry"; see Wilkinson, 1903, p. 115. 
307 Wilkinson, 1903, p. [i] [second sequence]: "[The Dictionary] does not deal exhaustively with any one 
branch of research, but it will I hope, be found useful in advanced studies of a general character, in the 
interpretation of documents, and in giving more precision generally to translations in Courts of Law". 
308 Those collected by Maxwell and Clifford, and Maxwell's compilation ofFavre's proverbs. Although 
Gullick, 2001, p. 38, using "suwara" (1902) or "suara" (1932) as an example, credits the 1932 version 
with: "bringing into the entry Malay popular usage of the word from village folk culture". 
309 See, for example, entries for: ular, p. 59; ulam, p. 60; bibir, p. 138; bechak, p. 139; timba, tambat, p. 
180; pelok, p. 468; katak, kajang, p. 491. . 
310 Wilkinson recorded the following derivations: Arabic, Batavian, Chinese, Dutch, English, Hindi, 
Javanese, Persian, Portuguese, Riau, Sanskrit, Sundanese, Tamil, and Turkish. He also indicated 
onomatopoeic words; an interest that he noted in Maxwell's Malay Manual, see Wilkinson, 1936, p. 72. 
3 11 Wilkinson, 1903, Appendix, I The Malay Alphabet, pp 705-707; II Pronunciation, pp 707-709; III 
Malay Dialects, pp. 709-711; fV Orthography, pp. 711-712; V Etymology, pp. 712-713. 
312 Wilkinson, 1936, pp. 85-86: "studying some 14000 vocables ... left me with the impression that the 
crucial or radical part of many Malay words Jay at the centre and not at the extremities. So hostile were 
certain critics to this view that when my second edition was published ... the note was ... omitted". 
313 Wray, jun., 1897, p. 35: "The Malays have a curious ... custom of filing and blackening their teeth. 
The substance employed for this latter purpose is called "baja". Marsden says it is "a metallic and perhaps 
antimonal preparation for giving a black colour to the teeth, for which purpose an empyreumatic oil is 
chiefly used in Sumatra" ... . The first part ofMarsden's description indicates that some black metallic 
powder, mixed presumably with a drying oil, was painted on the teeth . . .. According to ... the latter part of 
Marsden's description the substance used was not a paint but a self-coloured varnish". Wray consulted 
Crawfurd and Swettenham and Clifford's Dictionary, but appears to have regarded Marsden as definitive. 
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The influence of Hindu-Buddhism and Islam after 1878 
From the late nineteenth century and well into the twentieth the majority of European or 
expatriate scholar-administrators, taking Malayo-Polynesian origins for granted, laid 
greatest stress on India as the most significant influence on Malay culture, denying 
Arabic and denigrating Islamic influences.314 This was partly due to administrative links 
with lndia315 and the continuing impulse to associate Malays with the "civilised".316 For a 
considerable period after Marsden, British administrators contributing to Malay studies 
first served in India, and Penang or Melaka or Singapore was their initial point of contact 
with the Archipelago. Those familiar with Muslims in India had observed in 1834 that 
Malay Islam differed considerably,317 but after 1878 scholar-administrators ignored such 
remarks. Considering India as the source of a modified Malay Islam fitted well with 
attempts to minimise Arab-Islamic contributions to Malay culture and a desire to prove 
the ancient origins of Malay civilisation were Hindu-Buddhist. 
Despite Marsden's 1783 statement that: "a great number of Arabic words are 
incorporated with the Malay",318 after his 1796 article the paucity of Arabic words in 
"proper" or spoken Malay became a trope in Peninsular Malay studies.319 Once Sanskrit 
elements were discovered, Sanskrit was quickly credited with contributing more than 
Arabic to the Malay language and it was asserted Arabic words were not integral to 
314 Rost, 1887, p. vi, for example, wrote of: "parts ofMalaisia [sic] less favoured by historical records, 
where ruthless lslam has obliterated to a great extent the traces of other creeds, traditions and institutions". 
See also Roff, 1985, p. 14ff 
315 While criticising the tendency, Wilkinson, 1939, p. 134, noted: "Still, it is only natural that English 
writers should stress Indian influence in Malaya. They know more about India that they do about China or 
Indo-China and are learning more daily". He went on to cite the following as an extreme example: "Dr. 
Quaritch Wales (In the London Illustrated News) has gone so far as to describe his archaeological work in 
Perak as "Greater Indian research" ". 
316 As discussed in Chapter II, the non-Malay peoples of the peninsula were objects of interest still but 
were aggregated as "the Aboriginal races". 
317 Newbold, 1834, pp. 608-09, quoted in Chapter IV; early in the nineteenth century, Malay Islam was 
said by Europeans (Newbold, 1834, p. 609) to be free of the influences on the worship of "the Mussalman 
[sic] of Hindustan, tainted and contaminated by the admixture of many Hindu observances and 
ceremonies". This attitude, as noted below, was to change. 
318 Marsden, 1783, p. 163: "Their writing is in the Arabic character, very little corrupted, owing to which, 
and the adoption of their religion from the same quarter, a great number of Arabic words are incorporated 
with the Malay". 
319 Encouraged and perpetuated by the emphasis on derivations in the dictionaries and in JSBRAS and 
JMBRAS. 
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spoken Malay but reserved for written or religious use. 320 Yet, in discussions of 
romanization, references to Arabic words and words of Arabic origin in use appear to 
indicate the numbers were considerable. Moreover, although Arabic terms retained their 
"proper dress"321 in written Malay, as Crawfurd indicates in the following statement on 
pronunciation: 
The multitude reduce the Arabic to the standard of their own enunciation, as we 
ourselves did in adopting the Norman-French portion of our language322 
they were well integrated into the spoken or everyday language. The SBRAS reprint of 
Marsden's 1796 article clearly influenced Peninsular scholars. Maxwell, who may have 
suggested its inclusion, wrote: 
Malay contains a large number of pure Sanskrit and Arabic words .... Any system 
of spelling Malay would be discredited which should present common Sanskrit 
and Arabic words in an uncouth fashion hardly recognisable to students of those 
languages. 323 
Attempts to distance Malay culture from Arabic influences sometimes led to interesting 
associations. Crawfurd for example in his discussion of his romanization scheme pointed 
out that: 
The genius of the pronunciation of [Malay] is far more at variance with that of 
the Arabic than of the languages of the south of Europe. 324 
The similarity of spoken Malay to Italian, remarked by others including Marsden,325 
related it to the classics.326 The amount, extent and origin of Arabic influence had been 
320 Marsden, 1796, p. 217: "The language, it is true, abounds at present with the Arabic words, which 
their writers affect to introduce, because this display of literary skill is, at the same time, a proof of their 
religious knowledge; but they are generally legal or metaphysical terms, borrowed from the Koran and its 
commentaries; are never expressive of simple ideas, have not been incorporated into the language (a few 
excepted) and are rarely made use of for conversation". 
321 Marsden, 1796a, p. 220, "Hinduvee words" in Malay were said to be unlike the Arabic, "being 
divested of their proper dress". 
322 Crawfurd, 1848, p. 567: "The Malays cannot pronounce most of the peculiar consonants of the 
Arabian language, and have a repugnance even to several of the vowels. A few only, ambitious of some 
literary or religious distinction, ape an imitation of the Arabic pronunciation, and the multitude reduce the 
Arabic to the standard of their own enunciation, as we ourselves did in adopting the Norman-French 
portion of our language" . Nevertheless, on p. 570 he wrote when rationalising his very cumbrous system: 
"The actual number of Arabic words in the ordinary written language is not very considerable, and to the 
oral language, in which they are trifling, it has no reference". 
323 Maxwell, 1882b, pp. 142-143. 
324 Crawfurd, 1848, p. 567. 
325 Marsden, 1783, p. 161 : "It [the Malay language] has been much celebrated, and justly, for the 
smoothness and sweetness of its sound, which have gained it the appellation of the Italian of the east. This 
is owing to the prevalence of vowels and liquids in the words, and the infrequency of any harsh 
combination of mute consonants". 
326 Smith, (l 7??)1767, p. 476: "In point of sweetness, the Italian, perhaps, may surpass the Latin and 
almost equal the Greek; but in point of variety, it is greatly inferior to both" . 
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controversial since Leyden's dispute with Marsden. It was a feature of the arguments of 
the scholar-administrators that debaters on both sides would advert to Marsden. 
With the conquest of Java, pursuit of Hindu-Buddhist elements in Archipelago history, 
already stimulated by Marsden, intensified. Maxwell,327 for example, emphasised the 
Sanskrit elements of the Malay language. Maxwell preferred Marsden's theories328 on the 
introduction of Sanskrit over Leyden's and Crawford's. Maxwell's Malay Manual 
provided an extended discussion on Sanskrit in Malay. He argued that Sanskrit must 
have entered the language when Malays were in a very primitive condition. In discussing 
the language there is a constant opposition of the "primitive" (Malayo-Polynesian) and 
the "civilised", with the Hindu elements constituting the civilised.329 Maxwell pointed 
out that: 
Independently of other proof ... Hindu colonisation must have gradually 
introduced the Malay races to institutions, ideas and pursuits, and wants to which 
they had hitherto been strangers ... from this it is not difficult to infer the 
primitive condition of a people to whom these things were unknown. 330 
Significantly, in view of the high regard Europeans had for agriculture, he states: "The 
use of the Sanskrit word for "Plough" seems to record a revolution in agriculture". He 
cited the language itself as convincing evidence of pre-Muslim Malay history, describing 
the Malay language during this "aboriginal" stage as being "the poor vocabulary of men 
hardly raised above savage life".331 Maxwell provided 21 sets of vocabularies332 
327 Maxwell 's trip to the Patani border in 1875 which turned his attention to Malay folk-lore of the north 
and led to discovering its Hindu-Buddhist origins is discussed below. 
328 Maxwell, (1881)1907, pp. 6-7. 
329 Maxwell, (1881)1907, p. 5, the paragraph continues: "The primitive cultivation of the Malays was 
carried out by clearing and burning the hill-sides ... , and the cultivation of the wet ricefields of the plains, 
which necessitates the use of the plough, would thus seem to have been resorted to only after the arrival of 
the Hindus". 
330 Maxwell, (1881)1907, p. 6. 
331 Maxwell, (1881)1907, p. 5: "The purely native element in Malay furnishes all the necessary terms to 
express the physical objects surrounding men leading a primitive life in the forest, and all that has to do 
with their food, dwellings, agriculture, fishing, hunting and domestic affairs". 
332 Maxwell, (1881)1907, pp. 12- 20, 22-30. He provided English-Malay-Sanskrit comparative 
vocabularies comprising approximately 280 words in total grouped by topic. They included tables on parts 
of the body; time and divisions chime; terms of commerce; court ritual; gems and metals; implements, 
utensils; musical instruments; family and relations; astronomical terms; the care and use of elephants, 
animals; perfumed flowers; emotions and personal character; warfare; kingship; citizenship; theological 
terms; weapons (more advanced than blowpipes and spears). 
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comparing Sanskrit and Malay.333 He thought there was "great probability to the 
conjecture which assigns a Sanskrit source to the word Malayu".334 Thus he emphasised 
the civilising role of Sanskrit in the Malay language and culture. 
Maxwell as "antiquarian" was more concerned to track the advancement of the Malays 
from their Hindu-Buddhist past "along the path of civilization" than to look at Islamic 
influences.335 While he acknowledged that native [i.e. Malaya-Polynesian], Sanskrit and 
Arabic form the chief elements of Malay and that Arabic contributed to advances in 
civilisation through words concerning religion and ethics, he held that Sanskrit was 
historically more important.336 Maxwell's dismissing the importance of Arabic is a 
typical summary of one line of thinking: "the latter require no notice here for they are of 
comparatively recent introduction".337 Maxwell continued the tradition of denigrating 
Islamic influences on the Malays, suggesting that Islam grafted on to existing Hindu and 
"native" belief systems produced "superstitions". He also pointed to Hindu influences in 
the Sejarah Melayu myth of origin (by implication rejecting both Polynesian338 and 
Islamic references), hypothesising that the simple answer to the origin of the name 
Melayu was that Sanskrit speaking settlers had given the name to one group of 
Sumatrans.339 
333 Because Sanskrit was said to have entered Malay both directly and via the Hindu kingdoms of Java, he 
also included Javanese and Kawi where relevant, for example, see Maxwell, (1881)1907, pp. 18, 19. 
334 Maxwell, (1881) 1907, p. 3 8. 
335 Maxwell, (1881)1907, p. 5. 
336 Maxwell, (1881)1907, p. 5. 
337 Maxwell, (1881)1907, p 5: "For the most part they consist of terms incidental to the ethical and 
religious teaching of the Muhanunadans. The Arabic element is not accurately determinable, for new 
expressions are constantly being introduced." 
338 Marsden, 1783, footnote p. 257 ff., noted the bamboo princess motif in the Philippines. See Chapter 
III. 
339 Maxwell, ( 1881) 1907, pp. 38-39: "May it not be, therefore, that Malaya or Malayu* was the name by 
which the earliest Sanskrit-speaking adventurers from India denominated the rude tribes of Sumatra". 
Footnote*: "Besides signifying a range of mountains, Malayu has the secondary meaning of"a garden". If 
the term was applied originally in reference to the agricultural pursuits of the primitive tribes, it receives 
additional illustration from the name given to one of the women whom Sang Sapurba meets on Mount 
Maha-Meru, "Malini", a gardener's wife (Sansk.). 
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In 1896 Blagden delivered a paper entitled "Arabian Influences in the Far East" to the 
Straits Philosophical Society which had an interesting reception from its members.340 
Blagden suggested that Arabs had considerable influence on Peninsular and archipelago 
peoples, through intermarriage, and through introduction of Islam. He argued that Islam 
had improved intellectual life and had been responsible for stopping widow-burning, 
polyandry, cannibalism, human sacrifice and the caste system. 341 His audience was very 
sceptical of these claims.342 Mr. A.W.S. O'Sullivan maintained that: 
Arabian influence on Eastern civilisation had been practically nil [and the 
Islamic] religion had not seemed to influence the Malays except very 
superficially". 343 
Blagden seems to have been unaware of factual evidence oflslam in Sumatra.344 This 
may in part be explained by Maxwell's summary dismissal of the credibility of the 
Sejarah Melayu.345 O'Sullivan was to translate Hurgronje's recently published The 
Achehnese into English, an experience which apparently gave him new insights. In 1901 
O'Sullivan referred to the 1896 discussion as "warm'', but noted he had changed his 
mind, 346 having been persuaded 
by the living testimony afforded by language, a proof more to be relied on than a 
thousand traditions. Almost every word in Malay connected with religious 
worship is pure Arabic, only modified by the difficulty the converts experienced 
in pronouncing the language of their teachers.347 
340 According to Blagden ( TSPS November 14, 1896, p. 202) he had been "allocated" the topic. 
341 Blagden, TSPS November 14, 1896, p. 213: "Widow burning, such as still exists ... on Bali; 
cannibalism, which has lingered in our own day among the Bataks of Sumatra, human sacrifice ... as 
practiced in Peking ... to say nothing of the caste-system which probably prevailed more or less 
everywhere ... Islam has prevailed over a mixture of Hindu mythology and nature-worship, varied here 
and there by degenerate Buddhism". Cf. Wilkinson, I 957, p. 8, which appears to have used Blagden as 
well as Hurgronje; nevertheless Wilkinson, 1957, pp. 76-77 states: "We can now pass to the Hindu 
elements in Malay ceremonial. They are hard to identify because Malay Muhammadanism itself came from 
a Hindu country and has a strong South-Indian colouring". 
342 Notably Mr. E.E.M. Brydges, in his criticism, and the discussants. See "Abstract of Discussion", 
TSPS November 14, 1896, pp. 217ff. and 235ff. 
343 
"Abstract of Discussion", NLS microfilm of TSPS, November 14,1896, p. 235 
344 Marsden, l 812b, p. xxxiv, had referred to the Annals of Achin when discussing Arabic influences. 
345 Maxwell, ( 1881) 1907, p. 37: " It is impossible to treat the story of Sang Sapurba, the first Malay raj a, 
as historical", and p. 39: "(there is] but slender probability to the legend that an Emperor of China once 
took a Malay princess as his wife". As discussed in Chapter IV, the controversy over the origin of the 
Malays was still alive in the 1830s. The conservative Minangkabau were claimed by Winstedt, 1969, p. 30, 
to have been still unconverted to Islam in 1512, 
346 O'Sullivan, I 901, p. 67: "I thought with the others at the time that Mr. Blagden claimed too great an 
influence for the Arabs, both as a converting and a civilising agency in the Far East". 
347 O'Sullivan, 1901, p. 67. He continued: "The same is the case with the Achinese, Sundanese, Javanese 
- in a word, with all the languages of the Archipelago whose speakers have embraced Islam". 
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O'Sullivan believed that evidence of language suggested India, and particularly Southern 
India, as influencing their "social life". Quoting Marsden he suggested that "the Hindu 
influence on Malaya may have begun when Sanskrit was yet a living language." 
Rejecting previous theories, O'Sullivan, on the basis of "pure Tamil" (radical) words in 
Malay,348 dated Dravidian influences as later and the result of trade. 
A Southern Indian source for Islam appears to have been considered to mitigate the 
effects of "fanaticism". Although there was prejudice against the Malays' "debased" 
version oflslam,349 the majority of British in Malaya shared Mr A Knight's relief that 
"Mohammedanism sat lightly on the Malays" because in Java the Arabian influence was 
an evil.350 In 1907 Wilkinson deplored the influence of the pan-Islamic movement on 
Malay literary style351 and Malay morale. 352 Winstedt ( 1878-1966) credited India as the 
source of Malay culture's "improvement": 
India was the home of Malay magical lore. Before and after the days of 
Muhammad, India has been until comparatively recent times, the source of nearly 
all Malay learning, science and art.353 
348 O'Sullivan, 1901, pp. 69-71; p. 71: "These words are not numerous, but they are the names of familiar 
objects, and we must remember that as a test of the social influence of one race on another, the presence of 
one common word for some necessary thing is of more significance than a thousand technical or scientific 
terms". 
349 Winstedt, 1920, p. 6: "Malay religious literature ... is often repulsive to Arab ideas, and is infected 
with that popular pantheism which India borrowed from Persia". 
350 
"Abstract of Discussion", TSPS November 14, 1896, p. 5 [i.e. 229]. The comment by Mr. A. Knight in 
discussion on Blagden's paper "Arabian Influence in the Far East": "Mohammedanism sat very lightly on 
the Malays who professed it, and they still believed in many superstitions quite alien to their religion. 
Arabian influence was greater in Java today than in Malaya, and its influence in Java was evil in the 
extreme. tending to fanaticism, disorder. and insubordination". He also thought "the heathen Dyak was a 
very much better man to deal with than a Mohammedan Malay". 
351 Wilkinson, I 907a, p. 63: "It is materially influencing Malay literary style. Its marked Egyptian 
character is filling literary Malay with Arabic words and idioms copied from Arabic ... This passion for 
Arabic is a distinct evil, for the harsh Semitic gutturals harmonise very ill indeed with the vocalic melody 
that is the great linguistic asset of Malay." 
352 Wilkinson, 1907a, p. 64: "It would be a pitiful commentary on our own costly system of public 
instruction if its only result is to drive the Malays - whom we so often condemn as unwilling to learn - to 
get his knowledge of the world through the medium of the seditious press of Egypt and to seek religious 
guidance from a group of sullen fanatics who are bitterly hostile to the British Empire". 
353 Winstedt, l 920a, p. 9. Winstedt, 1921, pp. 88-89, noting that he had contributed a paper on "Hindu 
survivals in Malay Custom" to the Journal of the Federated Malay States Museums, Volume IX, part I, 
commented on a Dutch review of Skeat's "Malay Beliefs" that it gives "further evidence that Malay magic 
came from India". 
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In "Advent ofMahommadanism in the Malay Peninsula and Archipelago",354 he likewise 
emphasised the Indian origin of Islam, although he later made minor concessions to 
"stray Arabs" based on Snouck Hurgronje's evidence.355 Winstedt, like Marsden, 
commented on Malay Keramat or sacred places, but unlike Marsden who believed they 
were where Arab teachers were buried,356 Winstedt emphasised the connections with 
customs oflndian origin. In 1924 he wrote Malays' "facile canonization of Muslim 
saints ... marks the Indian source from which Islam originally came".357 
Folklore 
From the late 1870s up to World War II, the study of folklore and its revelation of 
Hindu-Buddhist origins were to permeate all non-scientific Peninsular scholarship. The 
increasing number of articles from professional scientists discouraged amateurs' natural 
history contributions to JSBRAS. Politics and economics have always driven the fortunes 
of western scholars specialising in the East. After 187 4 for scholar-administrators the 
Peninsular Malay world included the Siamese states. The Folklore movement (and the 
newly emerging discipline of social anthropology) afforded scholar-administrators new 
perspectives.358 The whole gamut of Malay life, except the Islamic religion, but including 
"superstition" and "peasant beliefs" with Hindu-Buddhist origins, could be encompassed 
354 Winstedt, 1917c, p. 171: "By the year 915 A.D. Arab traders had voyaged to Kedah .... It is highly 
improbable that they made many converts ... early missionaries were not only Arabs but Indians from 
Gujerat [sic] and Malabar or Kalinga as it was then called. And the Sejarah Melayu furnishes confirmatory 
evidence of the custom of bringing tomb-stones from India to Malayan countries". 
355 Winstedt, 1920b, p. 5: "I have come across a lecture by that greatest of all authorities on Things 
Muhammadan, Dr Snouck Hurgronje ... while a few stray Arabs visited the Malay world, the bulk of 
Muhammadan missionaries came from India". 
356 Marsden, 1812a, p. 255, quoted in footnote above. 
357 Winstedt, 1924, p. 264; the above is introduced by the statement that: "Research ... throws light not 
only on the nature-worship and ancestor-worship of the primitive Malays but also on that facile 
canonization of Muslim saints living and dead that marks ... ". Presumably, since Winstedt held that India 
was the source of Malay learning, "the primitive Malays" referred to the Malayo-Polynesians, but as he 
also claimed an Indian origin for Malay magic that was an equally likely source for the notion of keramat. 
358 Low was presumably inspired by the Brothers Grimm. By the 1870s Social Anthropology was already 
in its infancy. Early publications in the field included E.B. Taylor's Primitive Culture, which inspired J.G. 
Frazer's Golden Bough, 1890, 2v, (first edn), and C.F. Keary's Dawn of History, 1879. This last was cited 
by Maxwell, 1881 a, footnote p. 14. Maxwell, 1879, p. 51, quoted an unnamed English writer on proverbs. 
Skeat, 1898, p. 14, cited Frazer on the principles of sympathetic magic and Winstedt, 1907, p. [1 ]-2, also 
quoted Frazer. 
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as folklore.359 The boundaries of "literature" were thus greatly expanded. SBRAS had 
from its inception encouraged dissemination of Malay literature360 and this policy was 
strongly pursued. 361 This new attitude to the "primitive", as noted above, encapsulates the 
difference between Marsden's eighteenth-century ideas and the nineteenth century. 
British agrarian policy in British Malaya shared with the Folklorists an interest in 
preserving the peasant classes. The scholar-administrators thought the story tellers' art 
was dying out,362 and that Malays were losing their culture with the on-rush of modernity. 
The "Social Darwinism"363 that encouraged idealisation of "peasant" cultures also 
infused collecting "wild tribes" vocabularies and Malay folklore364 with a sense of 
urgency. 
Folklore covered such unpretentious topics as traditional narratives, customs including 
games, folk sayings, superstition and beliefs. Malay penghulu365 and scholars alike were 
359 Maxwell, 1881 a, p. 11, cited Logan on the persistence of religious ideas, noting: "Two successive 
religious changes have taken place among [the Malays], and when we have succeeded in identifying the 
vestiges of Brahmanism which under lie the external forms of the faith of Muhammad, ... we are only half 
way through our task". 
360 Annual Report, JSBRAS, 1879, p. x, reported: "A reprint of the standard Malay work Hikayat 
Abdullah has been undertaken by the Society, with the assistance of the Education Department". 
361 MERAS Minute Book (unpublished), 1927-1941, p. 980 (1938), notes adoption ofBraddell's proposal 
for a series on traditional literature to be entitled "Malayan Monographs"; p. 982 (1938), records that 
Blagden was to be approached to prepare texts, including the Sejarah Melayu, Hikayat Hang Tuah and 
Bustani's Salatin; p. 994 (1940), records that Winstedt's amendment to the resolution such that 
"summaries of Malay books be substituted for that of complete translations" of works for publication in 
JMBRAS was adopted. 
362 Laidlaw, 1953, p. [5]: "Skeat soon decided that contact with European and other outside cultures was 
disintegrating the social life of the aborigines in Selangor, and to a lesser extent of the Malays, and began 
making plans for visiting a less disturbed part of the peninsula". Wilkinson, 1897, p. 309: "I concur with 
Mr. Skeat in expressing a hope that something will be done to rescue these fragments of Old Malay 
folklore from the destruction with which they are threatened". 
363 Pseudo-scientific racial doctrines originated by Herbert Spencer in the 1850s and which became 
known as "social Darwinism" foresaw the demise of less progressive societies; they had been confirmed 
rather than originated by Charles Darwin's Descent of Man. Perhaps best illustrated in the peninsular 
context by the following quote from Wilkinson, (1923)1971, p. 15, who wrote of the Semang: "Slowly but 
surely they are dying out". 
364 For example, Winstedt, 1969, p. x, Enche Ahmad (in 1968 an 80 year old school master): "recalled 
Winstedt's assiduous efforts to collect Negri Sembilan customary sayings, verses and riddles". Winstedt 
also collected details of Malay ritual; Winstedt, 1969, p. 146: "I saw a major chief approach the throne ... 
with a piece of pink office tape wound about a stockinged toe: so that for a moment I thought that here was 
a detail of the ceremonial which had escaped my research, till enquiry elicited that it was only a bandage 
for a cut". 
365 For example the following were published in romanized script with English translations: "Some 
Mouse-deer Tales", copied down by R.O. Winstedt from a Melaka Malay: "who had none of the artifice 
and literary graces of the professional rhapsodists", (JSBRAS, 1905, No. 45); "The story of Kherudin" told 
to G.M. Laidlaw by Penghulu Mat Nordin (JSBRAS, 1906, No. 46); "Pa Pandir'', "Mat Janin", and "A 
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encouraged to contribute "before it was too late".366 Maxwell pioneered folklore in 
JSBRAS. Maxwell's first contribution in this field was a collection of 301 proverbs 
published in JSBRAS' s first three issues. 367 He, like Low whose interest in folklore was 
noted above, highlighted Hindustani origins.368 Maxwell's most notable contribution 
resulted from jungle expeditions he undertook in the 1875 Perak War where he was the 
only European. In the evenings he listened to guides telling entrancing stories.369 
Subsequently Sultan Idris enabled Maxwell370 to hear and transcribe a famed Penglipur 
Lara's versions. 371 They were published in Jawi script in JSBRAS. 372 Maxwell's 1881 
"The Folklore of the Malays", in which "a comer is lifted of the veil of 
Muhammadanism" expanded the Hindu theme. Behind the veil were: 
copious materials for illustrating the progress of Hindu influence in this part of 
the world.373 
As noted above, Maxwell regarded Marsden's 1796 article as a significant source. 
Maxwell also, like Low, noted similarities to European myths such as the Spectre 
Pelandok Tale" told to W.G. Maxwell by Penghulu Mohamed Noordin bin Jaffar ofKota Stia, Lower 
Perak (JSBRAS, 1907, No. 48). 
366 For example see JSBRAS, no. 39, 1908, p. 204; H.N. Ridley pointed out in a notice concerning the 
forthcoming Pagan Tribes, by Skeat and Blagden: " It is necessary to point out that in many cases the 
language and customs of these most interesting tribes are gradually disappearing so that a good record of 
them is of the greatest interest to all Europeans in the Malay peninsula". Winstedt, 1909, p. [v): "When one 
comes to the question of encouraging native arts and crafts ... the problem [is] how to put back the clock 
of the centuries". 
367 Maxwell, 1878, pp. 85-98; his Malay Proverbs, Part II appeared in the second issue (1878, No. 2, pp. 
136-162, and Part III in 1879, pp. 19-5 1 ). Maxwell's introduction states he had begun his collection in 
1874 in Province Wellesley and that it was intended to complement the collections made by Klinkert and 
those listed in Favre' s Dictionary (Maxwell, 1878, pp. 86-87). Maxwell, 1883, pp. 31 -270, published all 
the 272 proverbs he had found in Klinkert and Favre, with his own gloss where his opinions differed. 
368 Maxwell, 1879, pp. 48-50, identified a number as having obvious Hindustani origins. 
369 Maxwell, 1882, p. 33: "Stories served to pass an hour or two after darkness had set in. The stillness in 
the forest was intense, the only sounds being the occasional call of an argus pheasant or the cry of the wah-
wah ape". 
370 Maxwell, 1882, p. 38: "Penghulu Dolah ... eclipsed all his previous performances as a raconteur after 
dinner, and told story after story, traditions of early kings, and legends which would have rejoiced the 
hearts oflovers of folklore". 
371 K[ynnersley], 1899, JSBRAS, No. 32, p. xi, Maxwell: "edited three Malay Fairy Tales, "Sri Rama," 
"Raja Donan," and "Raja Ambong," taken down by him from the lips of Malay rhapsodists, and published 
with a translation and notes from his pen" . 
372 Hik.ayat Sri Rama (JSBRAS, No. 17) 1886, Hikayat Raja Donan (JSBRAS, No.I 8) 1886, Hikayat Raja 
Ambong (JSBRAS, No.19) 1887; other major Jawi texts from this first phase published in JSBRAS 
included Hikayat Shamsu'l- Bahrain (JSBRAS, 1906, No. 47) and Hikayat Saifal-Yezan (JSBRAS, 1911, 
No. 58). Maxwell also contributed a transliteration ofa poem recording the death ofRaja Haji at Melaka 
by an author contemporary with the Raja (JSBRAS, 1890, No. 22). 
373 Maxwell, 1881a, p. 2. 
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Huntsman.374 From the first, Peninsular folklore research related to the philological and 
ancient religious history of the Peninsula. Maxwell stressed the "Englishman's" lack of 
knowledge of Malay folk practices and Malays' everyday references to the great Hindu 
myths. Skeat in turn pointed out that padi ceremonies "are part and parcel of an old-
world religion".375 The philosophy seemed to be that scraping away layers ofreligious 
beliefs would expose the "real Malay".376 
Folklore study in the Malay Peninsula enmeshed anthropology and comparative 
linguistics, and is perhaps best symbolised by the 1899-1900 Cambridge expedition to 
the Siamese Malay States and its associated publications377 which endowed Malays and 
pagan tribes with a shared Hindu-Buddhist heritage. In 190 I, Skeat published tales 
"taken down from the lips of the Malay peasantry, in the twilight of their own tropical 
jungle" as an "experiment" testing the "interest of the Western reader".378 These stories 
came from the same area that interested Low, and Skeat found significant links with 
Kedah Annals.379 Like Low but for different purposes, Skeat edited "the natural 
luxuriance of Oriental phraseology" yet hoped he had preserved the "quaintness ... of the 
374 Maxwell, 1881 a, p. 18, notes: "The origin of the dreaded demon is always, however, ascribed to 
Katapang in Sumatra ... It is no doubt of Aryan origin, and, coming to Sumatra, seems to corroborate 
existing evidence tending to shew that it is partly through Sumatra that the Peninsula has received Aryan 
myths and Indian phraseology". 
375 Skeat, 1898, p.14. 
376 Whereas in the twentieth century, Malays like Mohd Taib Osman, 1898, suggested (in his subtitle) that 
Malay folk beliefs represent "an integration of disparate elements" and that (Mohd Taib Osman, 1989, p. 
15 I): "Innovations, reinterpretations, and retentions of past beliefs coexist in the complex structure of 
Malay folk beliefs". 
377 Darwin, (I 871) I 875, pp. 190-192: "Civilised races can certainly resist changes of all kinds far better 
than savages; and in this respect they resemble domesticated animals, for though the latter sometimes 
suffer in health ... yet they are rarely rendered sterile ... The cases which I have given here [of decreasing 
aboriginal populations] all relate to aborigines, who have been subjected to new conditions as the result of 
the immigration of civilised men. But sterility and ill-health would probably follow, if savages were 
compelled by any cause, such as the inroad of a conquering tribe, to desert their homes and to change their 
habits ... although the gradual decrease and ultimate extinction of the races of man is a highly complex 
problem, depending on many causes which differ in different places and at different times; it is the same 
problem as that presented by the extinction of one of the higher animals." 
378 Skeat's Fables and Folk Tales from an Eastern Forest is presented as a scholarly work. Although 
comprising only 92 pages, and beautifully illustrated, it has, besides footnotes, admittedly few, I 3 pages of 
notes, a map and a 6 page index. 
379 Skeat, I 901, pp. 59-61, "The Legend of Patani" concerning a Fairy Princess and a Tusky Prince, so 
called because he ate men's flesh. 
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original expression".380 This approach became general practice. Wilkinson's general 
appreciation of "Old Malay literature" in his Dictionary elevated Maxwell's rhapsodist 
stories from "folk-tales" to literature,381 stressing their importance as evidence of Malay 
Hindu-Buddhist literary heritage. He suggested the romances "deserve more attention 
than they have received".382 During Wilkinson's term as Inspector of Schools (1903-
1906), many of these new folktales and performed works were prepared as (romanized) 
school texts.383 Bawdy elements in Malay stories invited censorship384 and they were 
rewritten or "done again in literary Malay".385 
Papers on Malay Subjects (PMS) 
In the 1890s Sir Frank Swettenham's and Hugh Clifford's writings purveyed popularised 
notions of "the Malay" in Europe, but Skeat' s Malay Magic set the scene at the scholarly 
level.386 Politically, autonomy of Malay studies within the British academy was as 
important to colonial administrators as establishing Malays as pre-eminent in British 
Malaya.387 Colonial Office proposed review ofremuneration and conditions motivated 
380 Skeat, 1901, p. xi-xii: "To save the translation from becoming too slavishly literal and (consequently) 
unreadable, the natural luxuriance of Oriental phraseology has been kept within limits, but otherwise the 
originals have been closely adhered to, and the fine art of embellishment has been disregarded". 
381 Wilkinson, 1903, V. i, p. vi, [second sequence], listed 5 categories. Maxwell's rhapsodist tales were 
placed in the fourth category: "miscellaneous works of a romantic character in which the influence of more 
than one foreign literature can be traced." The fifth was folklore proper. Winstedt, 1907, p. 28, however, 
called them folk-lore romances. 
382 Wilkinson, 1903, V. i, p. viii, [second sequence]: "The romances of the type of the Hikayat Raja 
Am bong ... are not true folk-tales. They are elaborate compositions which owe their oral character to the 
illiteracy of the audiences for whom they were composed and not to any primitiveness in their subject-
matter or authorship ... they show strong resemblances to the ordinary hikayat .. . They are not mere 
copies of Indian models and deserve more attention than they have received. At the same time they are not 
folk-tales but adaptations of foreign types and belong properly to the fourth category of Malay literature". 
383 Wilkinson was an enthusiastic advocate of Romanized Malay, and urged that it be taught in schools 
from the beginning and not just from the third Standard; see Stevenson, 1975, pp. 107-110, and especially 
p. 108. 
384 For example, Pa' Pandir, 1907, footnote p. 73 where W.G. Maxwell, the translator, noted: "This tale 
is told by Penghulu Mohamed Noordin bin Jaffar at Kota Stia Lower Perak. He cannot give the source 
from which he learned it. - The humour is in places unfortunately pre-Shakespearean in its breadth". 
385 Winstedt, 1908, p. 31. 
386 Malay Mag ic (Skeat, 1900) one of the books which was written as a result of the expedition, became 
recommended reading for new cadets in the Malay Colonial Service. 
387 In multicultural Malaya, British India claimed the right to oversee the welfare of Indian migrants; the 
Chinese Consul had a special relationship via the Chinese Protectorate. The British Malayan 
administration only had responsibility for the welfare of expatriate Europeans, Malays and the (invisible) 
aboriginal tribes. 
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"pro-Malay" civil servants388 who wished to enhance the status of the Malay branch and 
its cadets vis a vis the Indian and Chinese branches. A series entitled Papers on Malay 
Subjects (P MS)389 was produced to raise standards390 of in-country induction courses and 
the training of Malay Branch cadets.391 This initiative of the FMS government 
spearheaded by Peral< officials 392 took place in the wal<e of the Cambridge expedition 
(1899-1900), 393 against a backdrop of British government enquiries into oriental 
education in London394 and ongoing diplomatic negotiations for the Siamese Malay 
States. 
The Papers' authors and the cadets had classical (university) backgrounds. Hence, there 
was an emphasis on law, literature and history, and anthropology.395 Two series were 
published; the first was edited by R.J. Wilkinson assisted by R.O. Winstedt.396 The 
second series came under the FMS government's new Committee for Malay Studies, 
388 Bums, 1971 , p. 2, and footnote p. 2. Bums' comments on the "pro-Malays" are outlined in a footnote 
above. Burns restricted his comments to an account of the idealistic aspects of their motivation and appears 
unaware of the more prosaic elements. 
389 Papers on Malay Subjects, Kuala Lumpur, Federated Malay States Government Printer, First Series, 
1907-191 I, was edited by R.G. Wilkinson. The Second Series, 1912-1927 was edited by Committee for 
Malay Studies. The word "subjects" in Papers refers to their being designed as a "text-book for the 
examination of cadets" (not to topics). 
390 Standards were of concern because they affected pay and progress of cadets. Those studying Malay 
were expected to qualify in two years, Tamil, two and a half and Chinese in three. (R.E. Stubbs report, 
Appendix to Federal Council Proceedings for 1911, 16 b. ANM, (High Commissioner's Office 1910-11, 
RG 394, c 56-69). A Jetter from Harcourt (Colonial Secretary) commenting on Stubbs' report suggested 
equalising standards was the preferred outcome, or, ifthat was not possible, requiring the Malay cadets to 
learn Javanese. (ANM, (High Commissioners Office 1910-11, RG 394, c 54). 
391 Because of reforms to the Home civil service initiated by Macaulay, but also assimilated by the Indian 
and Colonial services, cadets were selected on the basis of competitive examinations which emphasised the 
classical curricula of the universities. 
392 The project was discussed at the Residents' Conference 3-7 December, 1906, and a formal proposal in 
the form of a circular letter sent to each state in January 1907 by R.J. Wilkinson, Acting Secretary to the 
Resident of Perak (ANM, Negri Sembilan NS 77/07). The aim, outlined by Wilkinson in the General 
Editor's Preface to Shaw, 1911, was to update the first series and keep it in print "for the use of cadets 
working for examination and as an introduction to advanced studies". 
393 The University of Cambridge Expedition to the North Eastern Malay States and Upper Perak, 1899-
1900. 
394 
"Curriculum ofa Course in Malay in Paris'', JSBRAS, No. 50, 1908. The I 907-1908 curriculum for 
the Ecole des langues Orienta/es Cours de Mala is in Paris included Wilkinson's Malay beliefs (1906) and 
Skeat's Malay Magic (1900). The third year material included Malay gram.mars by Dennys and Maxwell. 
(This last would be Maxwell's Manual of the Malay language) 
395 Described by Wilkinson, 1907a, p. vi, as:" "History", "Government and Law'', "Arts and Industries", 
"Literature", and "Life and Customs"." 
396 The first series ran from 1907 to I 911. The second series was begun in 1912; the series proper ran 
until 1927, with Gimlette's Dictionary of Malay Medicine edited by H.W. Thomson after Gimlette's death 
published in I 939; see Gibson-Hill, 1952, pp. 198-99. 
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with Winstedt as secretary.397 Although defining 'a Malay' on strictly racial criteria was 
no longer an object by 1923, defining Malay culture and ideology was.398 "Pro-Malays" 
aimed to establish that there was a respectable Malay literary culture,399 and an historical 
past.400 Significantly it was still necessary to rehabilitate Malay "national" character 
(Marsden's efforts in this regard were discussed in Chapter IV). Wilkinson undertook 
this task in his PMS: Malay Literature Part III when he discussed "Malay proverbs on 
Malay character"401 and Islam.402 Hindu cultural links were significant, given the 
entrenched tradition that Hindus were biddable colonial subjects.403 
All forms of Malay literature, but especially folklore, had been enthusiastically 
disseminated by missionary and government educational bodies404 as well as in JSBRAS. 
Whether Wilkinson's dictionary, the response to the Stubbs Report, or Wilkinson's 
departure on leave was responsible, around 1906 district officers began publishing in 
JSBRAS folktales they had collected and translated.405 The continued search for evidence 
397 From references in the MBRAS minutes he appears to have continued in that position until 1935 when 
he retired from the Malayan Civil Service. 
398 Wilkinson, (1923)1971 , p. 22: "We need not infer that every modem Malay is a descendant of Proto-
Malayan tribesmen. He comes of a mixed race ... there is no such thing as a true Malay racial type and the 
expression 'real Malay' must be used guardedly". 
399 Wilkinson explained (Shaw, 1911, pp. [i-ii]), that Committee for Malay Studies, in addition to the 
PMS Series being updated and kept in print for "the use of cadets working for examinations and as an 
introduction to advanced studies'', also intended that: "The publication of the best Malay literature, 
whether modem or classical, prose or poetry, will be taken up by the Committee [for Malay Studies] until~ 
representative series of texts has been issued for natives and others interested in the subject". 
400 Wilkinson's Preface, Shaw, 1911, p. [ii]: "The publication of [Malay historical records now existing in 
manuscript fonn] has already been taken up by the Straits Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society". 
40 1 Wilkinson, 1907, p. [1]: "[The Malay] is not an idler ... he is not a coward or he would never face the 
perils of the jungle and the sea". See Stevenson, 1975, p. 4ff, and pp. 62-69, for alternative views on Malay 
character and the need for moral "regeneration". 
402 Wilkinson, 1907, p. 14. 
403 The notion of the timidity of modem Indians dating from Rayna I was transmitted through Raffles into 
Malayan colonial culture. Rayna!, 1777, V. i, p. 37: "Their continual experience of all the horrors of war, 
all the excesses and vices which human nature is capable, has not tainted their character. Nothing has ever 
been able to reconcile the tender, humane and timorous [vegetarian] Indian to scenes of blood or to 
animate with them the courage and spirit ofrebellion. His vices arise solely from a weak mind". See also 
Rayna!, 1777, V. i, p. 56 (on Hindu diet) and Rayna!, 1777, V. ii, p. 299 (on Indian "spirit of cowardice"). 
404 Stevenson, 1975, p. 106; in 1906 Wilkinson "had started in association with Raja Haji Yahya ... and 
R.O. Winstedt a new government publishing project entitled 'Malay Literature Series', which consisted of 
popular folk-tales and romances, designed for use in the Standards as well as school and village libraries". 
405 For example, the first were W. G. Maxwell's "Mantra Gaja" and Winstedt's "Some Mouse-deer 
Tales" in JSBRAS no. 45, 1906; G.M. Laidlaw published 4 tales and W.G. Maxwell 2 tales in JSBRAS No. 
46 for 1906. JSBRAS No 47, 1906, was devoted to "Hikaiat Shamsu' I-Bahrain"; JSBRAS no. 48, 1907, 
had 8 (unattributed) tales contributed by A. Hale (1854-1919). 
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of Malays' Hindu-Buddhist literary heritage fulfilled Marsden's 1796 brief. PMS Malay 
Literature Part !!by Winstedt was devoted to Malay folklore.406 He commended Malay 
folk-tales as "attempts at historical narrative"407 and identified their Indian and Malayo-
Polynesian408 origins and sometimes Islamic influence.409 Winstedt drew heavily on 
JSBRAS material, including work he had published there and works "collected and 
written down by Raja Haji Yahya bin Raja Muhammad Ali ... of Perak",410 noting that: 
the printed examples of folk-lore romance may be counted on one's fingers ... 
they are the cream of Malay literature ... structurally, they have the outline and 
machinery of all Malay romances ... They are saturated with Hindu mythology.411 
Unlike Maxwell, however, these later enthusiasts published their work in Rumi, not 
Jawi. 412 Although these advocates of "anthropological colonialism" were pursuing 
policies in Malay schools413 which eventually resulted in abandoning Jawi for everyday 
use, JSBRAS continued to publish substantial works in Jawi versions. Increasingly, 
attention focused on legislating to "protect" Malays from creeping modernity. The fruits 
of a supposedly dying oral tradition414 "rescued" by pro-Malays provided a corpus of 
Malay literary texts that demonstrated the "civilised" nature of Malay society, and that 
would, after the establishment of SOAS, secure Malay studies' entree to academia. 
Subsuming the Papers in the Singapore-based JSBRAS was almost inevitable. Although 
Wilkinson, the PMS General Editor, was to contribute to the Second Series, from 1911 
406 Barrett, 1967, p. 272: "folk literature was the [PMS volume] that most engaged his interest and in this 
he was aided by Raja Haji Yahya, a man of letters in his own right". 
407 Winstedt, 1907, p. 4. Winstedt, 1907, p. 2: "Indonesian mythology has hardly become literature in the 
strict sense of the term, but it contains the essential quality of literature in the keen appreciation it exhibits 
ofnatural features and in the imagination in which it is clothed"; p. I I: "Collect a tale [i.e. a fable] from a 
man of "pure Perak extraction" and you will find it a version of a tale occurring in Acheen and Java and 
among Batak and Sundanese tribes"; p. 36, credits these with Sumatran sources. 
408 Winstedt used much ofSkeat's Siamese Malay material; see Winstedt, 1907, pp. 3-6, 16, 27, 46-7. 
409 Winstedt, 1907, p. 15: "In the next stage, Mouse-deer has become possessed of an ideal of justice ... 
here, Islam has entirely corrected the un01ihodox animist outlook ... [these) are stories of far narrower 
geographical range and are more subtle in plot". Cf. Winstedt, (1961)1977, p. 11. 
410 Some were published in Malay Literature Series, as noted in an above footnote, and some in JSBRAS. 
411 Winstedt, 1907, pp. 28-29, listed: "the stories of Sri Rama, Raja Donan, Raja Am bong, Raja 
Budiman: in addition there have been lately collected in Perak the stories of Awang Sulong Merah Muda, 
Maalim Dewa, Maalim Deman, Anggun Che Tunggal and Raja Mudd'. Of the first group, only Raja 
Budiman, translated by Clifford, was published by SBRAS. The remainder appeared in JSBRAS. 
412 After what appears to have been an initial oversight by members of this group, the tellers of the 
original tales were usually acknowledged by name in these articles. 
413 Stevenson, 1975, pp. 7 1-72, I 06-111. 
414 Darwin, (1871)1875, p. 182: "When civilised nations come into contact with barbarians the struggle is 
short, except where a deadly climate gives aid to the native race". 
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to 1916 he was Chief Secretary of the Straits Settlements.415 The PMS was an FMS 
initiative. It was successfully filling a need, but by the second series had out-grown the 
original format. 416 The small number of scholar-administrators could not support both 
JSBRAS and the realisation of the PMS aims as originally envisaged.41 7 The FMS 
Committee for Malay Studies turned to the Journal, perhaps at Wilkinson's suggestion. 
Works now offered were quite sizeable. JSBRAS had already been the preferred 
publication place for some papers on law originally intended for the Papers and major 
transliterations.418 The Committee frequently provided funding to SBRAS and later 
MBRAS to assist with publishing histories and literature of Malay interest4 19 and 
sometimes proposed works for publication. 420 In 1927, for example, the Committee was 
asked to assist421 with publishing "A Tale of Trong Pipit", a Kedah folk-lore dynastic 
origin story, in JSBRAS. It was the last of the major "rhapsodist" tales,422 memorable for 
being written down by a Malay Panglima in romanized script.423 
415 Wilkinson was appointed Governor of Sierra Leone, and arrived there in March 19 I 6. 
416 The First Series and reprints and re-issues of the First Series were with one exception printed by the 
FMS Government Printer. This series included the titles that were listed on the reading lists for the FMS 
Standard examinations for the civil service. Federated Malay States Government, 1928, pp. 290-291. Of 
the Second Series, only those printed prior to 1916 were printed at the FMS Government Printer; see 
Burns, pp. 9-10. 
417 For example, Wilkinson, 1915, p. iv, discussing his approach to compiling his Paper on Central Sakai, 
noted: "We must have more data [on aboriginal groups] ... the first attempt to classify them Con a linguistic 
basis) was made by Blagden. Following in the path marked out by him I spent some years ... [obtaining] 
Sakai equivalents for some 200 selected words". He was referring to Blagden, 1894, cited above. 
418 Such as J.P. Means' transliteration of Hikayat Raja-Raja Pasai, JSBRAS, 1914, no. 66. 
419 An inspection of the Treasurers' Reports in JSBRAS and JMBRAS reveals fairly regular sub~idies from 
the Committee. For example (MBRAS Minute Book 1914-1927 (unpublished), 1924, p. 842, and 1925, p. 
847, p. 855) the Committee provided $5000 for Mills, "History of British Malaya, 1824-1867". The 
Straits Government provided similar subsidies for scientific works. (The FMS had its own scientific 
journal, but the Straits had none until 1928. Carroll, unpublished paper given at the Malaysia Colloquium, 
Canberra, 22-23 November, 1999). 
420 MBRAS Minute Book 1914-1927 (unpublished), 1919, p. 727; SBRAS Committee considered a 
request from the Committee for Malay Studies to publish three works, including Misa Malayu, which was 
eventually published as a monograph edited by Winstedt (Singapore, 1919). 
421 MBRAS Minute Book 1914-1927 (unpublished), p. 829 for the meeting 20/9/J 923: "The Hon. Sec. 
reported that the 1<.edah Government had promised to contribute $500 towards the cost of publishing 
"Trong Pipit'', and The Committee for Malay Studies had been invited to contribute a similar amount". 
422 MBRAS, 1924, Annual Report, p. xii: "The Society is under obligation to publish "Trong Pipit'', 
towards the cost of which $500 was received from the Government of the Federated Malay States [i.e. 
Committee for Malay Studies]". MBRAS, 1928 Treasurer's Report indicates there was a $500 subsidy 
from the Kedah government for its printing. 
423 
"The Tale ofTrong Pipit", JSBRAS, 1927, Y. 5, Part 3, No. 101. 
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In 1922 the Society was renamed the Malayan Branch in recognition of political realities 
and a change in focus.424 Between the wars a series of major works suitable for 
"advanced studies" appeared; these included histories and Malay literary "classics". 
Wilkinson's plan for compiling state histories425 was continued. A "History of Pahang"426 
was followed with four by Winstedt, despite his professed aversion to history writing.427 
These completed the FMS histories: written in the tradition of Marsden, as histories of 
inhabitants, principally Malays, not colonists, they were in some measure an antidote to 
colonial histories like Swettenham's and to a lesser extent Mills.428 Winstedt's "History 
of Malaya", a more "colonial" history, was published in 1935; his "A History of Malay 
Literature", published in 1940, replaced the three titles on that topic in the first PMS 
series.429 Thus JSBRASIJMBRAS, 430 covering the same subject areas of Malay history and 
government, literature, and law, was effectively an extension of the Papers, except that it 
also, encouraged by the financial and scholarly success of Shellabear's "Hikayat Sri 
Rama", published 1915-1917,431 renewed its interest in publishing Jawi texts.432 These 
appealed to local Malay audiences as well as to scholars.433 After 1935 Winstedt carried 
his history and literature and expertise in Indology to the London School of Oriental 
[and African) Studies.434 Before Winstedt's arrival Blagden435 presided over a department 
424 (The Straits Branch became the Malayan Branch in 1922.) By 1923, perhaps inadvertently, it was 
implied at an annual meeting that the Society's main business concerned (British) Malayan subjects. 
Certainly around this time the Committee was rejecting material from Sarawak scientists and receiving 
enquiries about the acceptability of submitting articles (non scientific) not directly relevant to British 
Malaya. Gradually "Malayan Studies" was being redefined more narrowly. 
425 They were focussed on the Malay ruler's dynastic history, rather than railways, rubber etc., " History of 
Johore", 1932, "History of Perak", 1934, "History of Selangor", and "Negri Sembilan, its History, Polity 
and Beliefs", 1934, "A History of Malaya", 1935. 
426 Lineham, JMBRAS, (No. 125), V. 14, Part 2. 
427 Winstedt, 1910, p. 183: "I am no historian, either by taste or training". 
428 F.A. Swettenham, 1905, British Malaya; L. Mills, 1925, "A History of British Malaya", 1824-1867, 
JMBRAS, (No. 94), V. 3, Pt. 2. 
429 Wilkinson's "Malay Literature Part I" was out of print before the first series was completed. 
430 For example, E.N. Taylor's "Customary Law of Rembau'', JM BRAS, 1929, V. 7, Part I. 
431 Rev. Dr. W.G. Shellabear, "Introduction to the Hikayat Sri Rama" and edited translation, JSBRAS, 
No. 70, 1917; "Hikayat Sri Rama", JSBRAS, No. 71, 1915. 
432 Texts like Tufat al Nafis (1932, JMBRAS, No. I 14, V. JO. Pt. 2, edited by Winstedt), however, 
benefited from the use of an excellent Jawi font. 
433 Malay probationer and promotion examinations included a compulsory Jawi test. See, for example, 
Federated Malay States Government, I 928, pp. 288, 289, 292. Standard I required reading printed Jawi 
and writing in Jawi; Standard II, and Standard HI (which carried a bonus), both required reading print and 
manuscript in Jawi. 
434 Richard Olaf Winstedt, 1878-1966, was appointed to the Federated Malay States Civil Service in 1902 
and retired in 1935. In 1935 he was appointed Lecturer and from 1937 Reader in Malay at the London 
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that looked at Malay studies in the broad Malayo-Polynesian context.436 Winstedt 
represented the archaeological (or civilised) side of the scholarly spectrum and Blagden 
represented the anthropological (or primitive). Although their interests may appear 
difficult to reconcile Marsden had pioneered a concept of Malay studies that could 
accommodate both. 
Conclusion 
This chapter has followed the progress and direction of Marsden's scholarship after 1783 
and endeavoured to trace the transmission of his ideas in British scholarship in the 
Peninsula. The three main sets of influence that Marsden considered shaped Malay 
language and culture in Sumatra have been highlighted: Malayo-Polynesian, Islamic and 
Hindu-Buddhist. The chapter has argued that Marsden's 1796 venture into the realms of 
history that introduced Hindu-Buddhism to the equation profoundly influenced 
Peninsular patterns of British Malay scholarship. The possibility of a Hindu-Buddhist 
and perhaps an Indo-Chinese heritage dominated British scholarship in the Peninsula. 
Marsden's 1796 article qualifies as a "statement" as defined by Foucault who wrote: 
A statement is always an event that neither the language (langue) nor the meaning 
can quite exhaust ... like every event, it is unique, yet subject to repetition, 
transformation, and reactivation.437 
Marsden's "statement" accorded with a burgeoning antiquarianism and gained increased 
resonance over time. During the period under review, relativist philosophies of the 
previous century gave way to utilitarianism, and the universalism of the generalist was 
replaced by specialisation. The philological origins of the three influences were 
gradually modified as they accommodated a diverse range of new disciplines. 
School of Oriental [and African) Studies. He retired in 1946. He was on the governing body of SOAS from 
1938-1959. 
435 Charles Otto Blagden, 1864-1949, was appointed to the Straits Settlements Civil Service in 1888 left 
the service on medical grounds in 1897. He was Examiner in Malay for the London University from 1910, 
Lecturer and Reader in Malay Studies, 1917-1935, and Dean of the School of Oriental [and African] 
Studies, 1922-1935. 
436 The long road from Fort William to SOAS and the background to the evidence given to the 
Scarbrough hearings was discussed in Carroll (unpublished) 2001. 
437 Foucault, (1972)2001, p. 28. 
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First steps towards creating a scholarly academy on the Peninsula were taken by 
missionaries at Melaka whose journal and College embraced Chinese and Malay studies. 
Although IAEA (and JMBRAS) intended to be all-embracing in their coverage of the 
"Malay Lands" the comparative lack of scholarship on the "sojourner" peoples created a 
significant absence that foreshadowed the emergence of a Malay-centric expatriate 
scholarship. Marsden' s emphasis on comparative linguistics and Hindu origins 
prevailed. It was time for furnishing new evidence to test conjectures and there were 
exciting new horizons to the north towards Asia. The introduction of the term 
"Indonesian" focused attention on the Archipelago. Exploring the Peninsula's past, 
perhaps finding a Borobudur or a new folktale, seemed more productive than looking 
towards the Pacific. Preference for an "antiquarian" Hindu-Buddhist heritage was 
complemented by an increased disaffection on the part of Europeans with Islamic 
influences. 
Demographically the Malay Peninsula was dramatically different from Sumatra. From 
184 7 until World War II scholar-administrators were impressed by the differences 
between the northern and southern Malays. After 1874 focus shifted from Kedah to 
Perak and the Perak Malay became the model for the "real Malay" stereotype. The two 
lines of research uncovered by Logan and Low once more surfaced. Blagden followed 
Logan in discovering affinities between Mon-Annam languages and peoples with the 
"ancient" Peninsular "wild tribes" which linked both negrito and non-negrito peoples 
with a shared history. With Low as its precursor in the Peninsula, the folk-lore 
movement provided an "antiquarian" angle that gave cohesion and a new relevance to 
Marsden's three elements or strands of influence. An ancient Hindu-Buddhist legacy in 
the form of a greatly extended "high" Malay literary culture was excavated by scholar 
administrators mining Malay oral heritage, but "Indonesian" and Islamic contributions to 
more popular culture were identified. Although government policy did not encourage use 
of traditional script, scholar-administrators by their efforts considerably augmented the 
stock of printed Malay literature and social science texts. From 1895, JMBRAS was the 
438 
virtual mouth-piece for pro-Malay scholar-administrators who directed their energies 
towards creating a national rather than state Malay ethos. 
439 
Conclusion: Marsden 's Legacy 
"The use of concepts of discontinuity, rupture, threshold, limit, series, and transformation present all 
historical analysis not only with questions of procedure, but with theoretical problems". Foucault, ( 1972) 
2001, p. 21. 
This thesis has involved an historical analysis of discourse using an approach similar to 
that outlined in the above epigraph. While the relatively new field of comparative 
philology was the wellspring of Marsden's scholarship, his discoveries were articulated 
in terms of contemporary discourse. The relativist or comparative mode of the 
Enlightenment tended to normalise difference. Despite Marsden's criticism of those who 
translated pangeran as "dukes", he described many features of Sumatran life in terms 
that reduced rather than emphasised difference. Thus for example he would use family or 
clan while later writers, perhaps influenced by "orientalism", might "exoticise" their text 
and use "suku". The thesis has sought to provide an eighteenth century lens that would 
make Marsden's discursive practice more accessible and to analyse certain persistent 
ideas that originated with Marsden. It has aimed to shed light on eighteenth-century 
tropes, topoi and mores as well as the philosophical ideas that provided the context for 
Marsden's scholarship. Thus an important part of investigating and evaluating the nature 
of Marsden's scholarship has been interpreting his eighteenth century discourse for a 
twenty-first century audience. I have identified ideas that originated with Marsden, 
explaining what they meant in eighteenth-century terms, and how they have survived in 
the evolving discourse of Malay studies. 
According to my analysis Marsden intended his "Remarks" paper and his 1783 History 
to make important contributions to debates on the nature of civisation and savagery, 
concepts that he continually juxtaposed. Such debates were central to eighteenth-century 
discourse. The groundwork for consideration of these larger philosophical questions is 
present in all his works concerned with Malay subjects but is perhaps nowhere more 
explicitly expressed than in his questioning of whether it is more civilised to punish a 
death with a death or to have a regime that relies on other deterents to ensure a peaceful 
and civil society. 
A particular purpose of the thesis has been to draw attention to the important differences 
between the 1783 and 1811 editions ofMarsden's of Histories of Sumatra, and the 
scholarly significance of the 1783 History. Until 1783 Marsden concentrated on 
contemporary Sumatran society and differences in language and culture between "other", 
genuine Sumatrans and Malays whose moral character exhibited Arabic-Islamic 
influences. After 1800 Marsden consolidated his arguments on three main strands in the 
pattern of influences that shaped Malay language and culture. Although the pattern was 
significantly modified, and antiquarianism and its later manifestations encouraged a 
preoccupation with the culture of mainland Asia, Marsden' s ideas endured in British 
expatriate Malay scholarship. 
Why analyse Marsden's History of Sumatra? It is important to discriminate among the 
works inherited from previous generations. Some are valuable only for providing factual 
evidence, which must be read with the eyes of a contemporary, and often against the 
grain. Others, besides factual evidence, contain theories and arguments that are still 
valuable and relevant to current scholarship. Marsden's work falls into this latter 
category. Sensitive reading of Marsden's work throws many received ideas into doubt. 
Marsden contributed to a "subaltern" view of contemporary Sumatran society's attitudes 
to religion and governance by giving a voice to Malays and "original" Sumatrans. His 
tiny vignettes or scraps of dialogue can illuminate by penetrating the meaning of the 
Malay language or the intent of custom as practiced by "commoners" whereas later 
scholarship is necessarily limited to "archaeological" examination of ritual rather than 
"colloquial" events. Reading Marsden as an eighteenth century text leads to new insights 
into the history of the Malays and reveals that much of Marsden's portrayal of the ethos 
and values of the wider eighteenth-century Malay world has been confirmed by recent 
scholarship. 
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The significant differences in the orientation ofMarsden's 1783 and 1811 editions of the 
History of Sumatra are indicative of the enormous social, political and intellectual 
changes in Britain (and Europe) that began during that period. It is no longer appreciated 
that the 1783 History of Sumatra's first claim to fame was its role as supporting data for 
Marsden's theories concerning the Malayo-Polynesian language family. Twentieth and 
twenty-first century scholars have either ignored or been unaware of the seminal 
importance of his comparative linguistic studies and their role in underwriting his other 
scholarly endeavours. Once Marsden's linguistic theories were generally accepted and 
Blumenbach had published his 1795 edition of his dissertation on the varieties of 
humankind the 1783 History had achieved Marsden's immediate and linguistic object. 
Hence the 1811 History had different priorities and was directed towards an entirely 
different audience. Although Marsden's 1811 History identified Hindu-Buddhist as well 
as Malayo-Polynesian and Islamic influences, it was largely because of an 1886 reprint of 
his 1796 article on Hindu traces in the Malay language and literature that knowledge of 
his three streams of influence and their linguistic origins permeated Malay scholarship 
into the twentieth century. Nevertheless when a twentieth century facsimile made the 
1811 History accessible and scholars began to use it, Marsden' s messages could not be 
deciphered accurately. 
The thesis is intended to contribute to a more informed understanding of Marsden' s 
scholarly aims and methods and to an appreciation of the relevance of his wider 
achievements to Malay scholarship. Marsden's "Remarks" paper has been a key text for 
understanding the History of Sumatra. It helps explain the significance of comparative 
vocabularies in the early years of British scholarship in the Peninsula. The History is 
assessed in the context of Marsden's complete oeuvre. The sources that influenced 
Marsden's scholarship have been traced. Intellectual attitudes acquired from those he 
knew and what he read, as well as from his own responses to his experience and 
observation of Sumatra and Sumatrans, have been identified. Besides exploring relevant 
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ambient influences of the broader metropolitan world, and philosophical and scientific 
ideas then circulating, considerable emphasis has been placed on discovering the 
particular scholarly sources he drew on directly. Hitherto, the major role of Richardson, 
Robertson and Poivre in influencing the formation of his ideas has been overlooked. 
Marsden was the first British scholar to define who was a Malay according to ethnicity. 
His text reflects the context and background from which his theories emerged and, to 
appreciate his achievements, it must be read with discernment. I have argued that, 
because of eighteenth century ideas of civilisation which lay at the heart of Marsden' s 
scholarship, Peninsular scholarship has been essentially Malay-centric. An examination 
of Marsden' s work reveals that although he was also concerned with the "other" 
Sumatrans he was primarily concerned with who was Malay. Thus Marsden laid the 
foundations for the persistence of this theme in British scholarship in the Malay Lands. 
As the euphoria surrounding the "noble savage" died away, the holistic approach of the 
Enlightenment became outdated. In a world where race was becoming an issue, there was 
no longer the perception of a continuum of human progress along a common path, and 
there was a reduced sense of shared destiny. Yet Marsden's influence can be detected in 
the continued concern with establishing the prestige and civilised status of the Malay 
peoples and language. Defining who was Malay and what being Malay meant was a 
preoccupation of British scholar-administrators and, after World War II, was taken up by 
their successors in the Peninsula and elsewhere. 
The thesis has been structured on chronological principles. An attempt has been made to 
exhibit the nature of eighteenth-century "rationality" and to capture some sense of the 
way ideas could dilute over time or how meanings of words in still common use become 
inverted. The reconnaissance undertaken in the early chapters surveys only those features 
of the Enlightenment world view pertinent to later discussion. Although Enlightenment 
"rules of engagement" for scholars were not immutable and therefore subject to change 
over time, they were not easily escaped. I have argued that the eighteenth century world 
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and its culture was as full of anomalies as our own. The potential for conflict between 
ideas of original innocence and original sin is evident in the tension between notions of 
"noble savage" and the perfectibility of man inherent in organic society concepts. Yet, as 
described, ideas on the "savage" and the "primitive", once so robust, proved unstable. I 
have tried to recapture a world where philosophers debated seriously about "national 
character", "laws of climate" or "taste'', and where notions of a hierarchy of civilisations 
were respectable. It was a world before "colour" had become properly defined as a 
"racial" attribute, and notions of the "other" were very different from those of to-day. 
In an effort to convey the nature of Marsden's philological achievements, the 
Introduction and Chapter I set his work in its intellectual context. For mid-eighteenth 
century Europeans the East was still a remote, mysterious and ill-defined place. 
Increasingly, after the invention of the chronometer and after European navigators 
provided more accurate maps, their world became knowable and in a sense, shrank. 
Visual representations of the map of the world as a globe, and these as physical objects, 
became a common adjunct to the libraries of the educated elite of Europe. The familiar 
differentiation between East and West was mainly based on a knowledge, however 
erroneous, of Continental Asia. When island Asia-Pacific moved out of the realms of 
myth into the realms of the knowable, the whole concept of civilization was brought into 
a new and sharper focus that challenged traditional notions of "East" and West". Interest 
in "original [uncivilized] man" was balanced by efforts to understand the process of 
change which created a civilized society: the transition from anarchy to settled 
government, from savagery to polished society. Marsden was thus on the cusp of a new 
age, eager to adopt new methods of research and analysis, but still in some measure 
caught up in the cultural mesh of an older world. 
The organisational philosophies of the Enlightenment were essentially attempts to 
accommodate the variety of human condition witnessed in Asia, the New World and the 
Pacific within existing epistemology. Elements from the whole conspectus of eighteenth 
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century European scholarly discourse most pertinent to a twenty-first century 
understanding of Marsden' s arguments have therefore been selected and discussed to 
explain European perceptions, ideas and stereotypes of the East and of Malay Lands, and 
of 'Malay', promulgated before 1780 by philosophers and historians as well as travellers 
and explorers. Hawkesworth's account of the Endeavour voyage was the most profound 
of the intellectual and other influences that shaped Marsden's scholarship. It first aroused 
his interest in the comparison of languages or comparative philology and prompted his 
investigation of the languages of the region. The important linguistic discoveries of 
Marsden's "Remarks" paper were based on data from Cook's first and second voyages 
outlined in Chapter I. 
Marsden's "Remarks on Sumatran Languages" data supporting arguments which 
challenged received ideas on the Malay language in general, and Sumatran languages in 
particular, are explained in Chapter II. Marsden's groundbreaking linguistic theories as 
presented in the "Remarks" paper and his subsequent research on comparative philology 
have been studied in the context of contemporary philological and anthropological 
scholarship. The nature of Marsden's challenge to J.R. Forster's "fair inferences", 
concerning two overarching Pacific language families, has been analysed. I have argued 
that Marsden's scholarship made a major contribution to the work of Blumenbach, the 
precursor of anthropology, and that Marsden's modification of his stance on the 
Melanesians was the result of an accretion of knowledge rather than a fundamental 
theoretical shift. 
Marsden's ambition to trace the progress "from anarchy to settled government" in his 
History of Sumatra encapsulates the spirit of the age. As discussed in Chapter III, when 
Marsden wrote his History the universalist discursive practices of the Enlightenment 
were on the wane yet many of its ideas and values remained strong. During the 
eighteenth century, the East gained a new relevance for the general academic (as opposed 
to specialist) community in Britain primarily because of contemporary interest in the 
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progress of civilisation and the nature of their own society. The History of Sumatra was 
as truly expressive of this new age of romanticism as the poetry of Coleridge and others 
nourished by "Orientalism". An obsession with the progress of civilisation dominating 
Enlightenment scholarship was a manifestation of thought processes that dealt in 
continuums and hierarchies (since replaced by concepts that rely more on binary 
orientations). 
Marsden's first version of the History of Sumatra, written as a complement to his 
"Remarks" article, explores the relativist nature of the text and places it in the wider 
context of Archipelago-Pacific scholarship. Marsden's was a History of Sumatrans, not a 
History of Sumatra, and there is a clear analogy with Braudel's history of The 
Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World. The central focus of both works is the 
notion of civilisation. Marsden' s history is presented with his measures of civilisation 
occupying a central position both structurally (in Marsden's chapter 11) and 
ideologically. (To highlight the importance of this concept, this thesis has adopted a 
similar arrangement). Marsden's linguistic theories underpinned a relativist or 
comparative philosophical stance. His solution to the linguistic puzzle of the link 
between Pacific and Archipelago languages challenged many received ideas concerning 
Malay lands, languages and people. It appears that Marsden's scholarly audience 
achieved some understanding of the nature of such an extensive language family with 
relative ease. He probably perceived (but initially underestimated) the difficulties in his 
audience would have in understanding that the (Malaya-Polynesian) language family 
could encompass peoples of greatly differing levels of civilisation and of the consequent 
scant appreciation of the gulf that separated archipelago from Pacific peoples. His 
comparative philology focussed attention on biological notions of race in a way that 
reinforced and justified existing racial stereotypes and the "ranking" of nations. Because 
succeeding scholars have viewed the Malay Lands largely in the context Marsden 
provided, enlightenment ideas have continued to pervade Malay Studies. 
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The last third of Marsden's 1783 History discussed in Chapter IV recorded the (as yet 
unrecognised) Hindu-influenced laws and customs common to all the Sumatran tribes. 
This thesis has argued that Marsden' s notion of "who was Malay" was based on 
traditional Malay literary and contemporary oral sources comparable with ideas of 
Melayu in the peninsular Malay text, Hikayat Hang Tuah. Both combine polity and 
descent with religion. Marsden's opinion of Malay "national character" , redolent of 
eighteenth century and traditional attitudes towards Islam, also shaped his arguments 
favouring a British presence in the Malay Lands. Eighteenth century Europeans were 
preoccupied with evolving notions of "nation" and "national character" which were at 
that stage very similar to eighteenth century notions of Melayu. Marsden's idea of "who 
was Malay" and wherein lay the essential difference between Malays and non-Malays 
raised questions concerning the status of Malay nations. These were recurring questions 
after the "Remarks" paper. They were further argued in his grammar and re-stated in On 
Polynesian ... Languages. 
The transmission of ideas is affected by attitudinal change and such changes govern the 
nature of their transformation. Some attempt at gauging Marsden's influence on later 
scholars has been made in Chapter V by identifying the ways Peninsular scholars 
replicated infrastructure provided by their metropolitan predecessors and by scholars in 
related disciplines. I have argued that despite sometimes dramatic swings of the 
scholastic pendulum, such, for example, as attitudes to the "primitive'', Marsden's ideas 
were still perceptible in the scholarly pattern well into the twentieth century. Marsden's 
post- I 783 Malay scholarship has been mapped in the context of beginnings of a 
metropolitan Asian studies academy in his lifetime and subsequent developments in 
Peninsular scholarship. Although the body of scholars was small it was they who kept 
Malay scholarship alive from 1786 to 1917 and beyond. Marsden' s 1796 discovery of 
Hindu elements in Malay language and literature was a creature of late eighteenth 
century antiquarianism. The antiquarianism of the late Enlightenment that nurtured 
Marsden differed from that which permeated British scholarship in the Peninsula. 
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Politically, culturally and linguistically scholars looked north for inspiration from a pre-
historic "real Malay". I have argued that the folklore movement represented a new phase 
in antiquarianism and that the litmus test of post-Enlightenment change was a new and 
more tolerant attitude to superstition. Traditional prejudices about Islam were 
complemented by the search for a Hindu-Buddhist legacy, only mitigated slightly by the 
discovery that Islam contributed favourably, along with "Indonesian" and Hindu-
Buddhism, to folk literature. Nevertheless there was a considerable degree of continuity 
in the chain that linked Logan and Low with JSBRAS (and PMS) scholars. 
To help establish a sense of the broader context of Malay and Malayan scholarship, and a 
suggestion of "what might have been", mention has been made of the Chinese of the 
region. Marsden included Bengkulu Chinese in his "Remarks" paper and in his 1834 On 
Polynesian ... Languages and had suggested a Tartary or Indo-Chinese origin for Malay-
Polynesians. Yet, with the exception of the Melaka missionaries, briefly discussed in the 
Introduction and Chapter V, until comparatively recently Peninsular Chinese (and 
Indians) were largely neglected by scholars. This was despite the presence of 
considerable numbers of Chinese, their growing economic importance and the 
acknowledged linguistic importance of the Chinese languages. 
Although many scholars may be unaware that the cradle of Malay scholarship was 
rocked in the Pacific, and the discipline that inspired Marsden's work was linguistics, his 
History forms an important "node within a network,"1 a network that binds past and 
future scholars into a global community or academy as did the Peninsular journals. 
Marsden's linguistic insights have continued to inspire scholars. In some senses the true 
inheritors of his broader scholarly vision were Logan, Maxwell, Blagden and Winstedt. 
Others working on a smaller canvas have drawn on Marsden's political vein in various 
ways, or looked narrowly at his notions of Malay. For today's historians endeavouring to 
1 Foucault, (1972) 200 I, p 23 "The frontiers of a book are never clear-cut: beyond the title, the first lines, 
and the last full stop, beyond its internal configuration and its autonomous fonn, it is caught up in a system 
ofreferences to other books, to other texts, other sentences: it is a node within a network". 
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provide an ever more rigorous assessment of the evidence of the eighteenth century, 
Marsden's oeuvre is an invaluable record. Differences from later times should give pause 
rather than being ignored or reinterpreted (because a later reader can allow for 
intellectual "astigmatism"). Whether and when traditions were invented either as 
precedent or protection to cope with cultural and or economic pressure, and how much 
change was induced as a response to colonial expectation, are unanswerable questions, 
yet a "time-slice" such as Marsden's 1783 History is invaluable. Marsden, within the 
parameters of the discourse of his age, consciously exercised scholarly discipline and so 
left an unequalled legacy. 
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